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Special thank you to Steve Acquario who saw that each 
county was faced with another war but an unfamiliar 
enemy. Every day we face the numerous emergencies 
that impact our constituents; financial hurdles, weather 
emergencies, fires. This list goes on and the commonality 
is that they all end in a day, week, maybe a month but a 
pandemic challenged us every minute of every day and 
there is still no end in sight. 
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Thank you Steve, for the foresight to 
reach out to my colleagues and capture 
our unique perspective on our common 
unrelenting enemy.
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“
As soon as we learned that a New Rochelle lawyer, 
the first patient in the state hospitalized with 
COVID-19, was a commuter on Metro-North Railroad, 
I knew we had to get ready.” 

4

From www.npr.org March 10, 2020    Bill Chappell

http://www.npr.org/
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“
Putnam County residents are among the thousands of 
people who commute daily through Grand Central 
Station, and odds favored that some of them would 
bring the virus home.” 

5

Protect Emergency Responders

Immediately protected our Emergency 
Services Center which houses our 
Emergency Operations Center and our 
9-1-1 Center
Began providing up to date information 
to our first responders
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“
The crucial takeaways for me were 
communicate, communicate, communicate.” 

6

Open Communications

Hudson Valley Daily Calls
Control Room Calls

School Superintendent Calls
NYSAC Calls

Supervisor and Mayor Calls
Putnam County Health Calls

County Healthcare Calls
Department Head Calls

Participated in or conducted daily, sometimes 
hourly, meetings with

• County Departments
• Colleagues throughout the Hudson Valley
• New York State
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“
In our war against COVID-19, information was 
among our most effective weapons.” 

7

Keep the public informed

Provided information to the public
• Dashboard evolved over time becoming a 

dynamic app on our website
• Videos
• Press releases
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“
The terrible human cost of COVID-19 hit home for 
me when Robert Shannon, a dispatcher in our 9-1-1 
Call Center died.” 

8

• Robbie was a 49 year old 9-1-1 Dispatcher 
and an Ex-Chief of the Lake Carmel Fire 
Department

• Contact Tracing showed he hadn’t been 
infected at the 9-1-1 Center but we 
immediately quarantined all who may have  
been in contact and re-sanitized the entire 
building

Identify & Protect the Vulnerable
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“
It was clear the elderly were the most vulnerable to 
the virus, and one of our first decisions was to close 
our senior centers, where people gathered and ate 
lunch every day.” 

9

• Socialization at our Senior Centers was 
halted; however, we developed a plan to 
continue to provide meals to the residents 
as well as virtual exercise and socialization

Identify & Protect the Vulnerable
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“
On March 13, I issued my first executive order after 
school superintendents from Putnam/Northern 
Westchester BOCES asked us to close schools to 
protect teachers, students and their families.” 

10

Schools and Daycare Facilities

• We consulted with council other counties
• We framed the closing as a reasonable 

precaution
• The Governor’s Office called to say we had 

overstepped our authority
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“
That weekend, I issued three more executive orders 
– putting a halt to buffets in restaurants and 
markets, limiting gatherings to twenty people and 
closing all state regulated daycare facilities.” 

11

Protect the General Population

• We once again consulted with council 
prior to making any decisions

• Again, the Governor’s Office called to 
say we had overstepped our authority
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“
Now that the vaccine is available, we will, in time, 
put the virus behind us. The tragedies will be with 
some of us forever.” 

12

Protect the General Population

• Despite the initial confusion that 
surrounded the distribution of the COVID 
Vaccine we were able to make many, many 
vaccination clinics available to the public
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“
Yet if COVID-19 has taught us anything, it is 
what people can accomplish if they pull in the 
same direction. In the midst of our sadness, we 
have seen acts of heroism and compassion and 
selflessness. I saw it in our county employees, 
who never failed to rise to the occasion, and 
for that, I am both proud and eternally 
grateful.” 

13
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MaryEllen Odell
P u t n a m  C o u n t y  E x e c u t i v e

MaryEllen Odell, has lived in Putnam County for more than 50 years. She grew up in 
Carmel, graduated from Carmel High School and raised her children here. She is working 
hard to keep Putnam County moving in a positive direction so it continues to be a great 
place to live, work and play for generations to come.  
MaryEllen worked in the private sector for much of her career. In 1995, she co-founded the 
Carmel Sports Association, and became an active member of the Hamlet of Carmel Civic 
Association, the Carmel Industrial Development Agency, and Putnam Economic 
Development Council. She also sat on the Executive Board for the Gold Star Mothers 
statue in Putnam County Veterans Memorial Park. 
In January of 2006, MaryEllen, an independent real estate title closer, was appointed to fill 
a vacancy on the County Legislature. She represented District 5 which included the Hamlet 
of Carmel and portions of the towns of Kent and Patterson. 
MaryEllen won a special election in 2011 to become Putnam County’s first female County 
Executive. She has since won re-election twice. 
Veterans have always been a special focus of MaryEllen’s service.  Immediately prior to her 
election as County Executive, MaryEllen served as the New York State Senate’s Director of 
Veterans and Local Government Affairs.  
Of all her accomplishments, one of the things that makes MaryEllen proudest is having 
been given the “Honorary Veteran Award,” by the Putnam County Joint Veterans Council.



COVID-19 Lessons Learned
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COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• The 2019 coronavirus pandemic, 
caused by severe acute 
respiratory syndrome 
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), 
represents the greatest medical 
and public health challenge in 
decades. 

• As a result, medical 
professionals and public health 
experts, as well as the general 
public, are still working to 
understand and are still 
responding to this crisis. 



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• We have learned that in our 
tightly connected global 
economy, no country can stand 
on the sidelines watching other 
countries fight the virus. This 
means that countries need to 
share information and resources.



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• Unrecognized transmission played 
a key role in the initiation and 
acceleration phases of the 
outbreak in NYS. Cases were not 
detected early on for various 
reasons.

• Research from Northeastern 
University estimated that more 
than 10,000 New Yorkers may have 
contracted the disease by the time 
the state had its first confirmed 
case on March 1, 2020. 



COVID-19
Lessons Learned
• Just like we need to move idle 

health care capacity from one 
state to another domestically to 
fight the spread the virus, such 
mutual assistance should occur 
among nations as well.

• A global responses to public 
health crises should be on the 
agenda as humanity deals with 
the threats from pandemics.



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• It is well-known and 
consistently documented 
that although the scope of 
public health responsibility 
has increased in recent 
years. 

• The broadened purview has 
not been accompanied by a 
commensurate increase in 
resources, with health 
departments consistently 
remaining underfunded.



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• While infectious disease 
outbreaks—including COVID-19—
typically prompt the allocation of 
supplemental funding-

• Funds are time-limited, restricted 
to the outbreak at hand, and 
generally have not been followed 
with the long-term commitments 
needed to strengthen the 
foundational capabilities of public 
health departments.

Enterovirus D-68 Zika virus



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• COVID-19 reaffirmed the 
generations of reports of how 
critically weak the public health 
infrastructure was to population 
health and the need to address 
longstanding issues ranging from 
funding shortages to 
institutional siloes. 



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• The challenges extend to the 
public health workforce, which 
has expanded substantially 
during the pandemic.

• Independently, Local Health 
Departments (LHD’s) had to 
cross-train existing staff to meet 
demand for contact tracing and 
case investigations, which left 
little spare capacity to address 
other core public health duties.

• The majority of hires have been 
for temporary contact tracing 
positions, requiring departments 
to dedicate resources to short-
term training without filling the 
long-term need for their 
workforce.



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• As it became increasingly 
important to identify, and isolate 
positive cases in communities, 
the lack of testing supplies and 
the struggle of clinical 
laboratories to provide quality 
and accurate test results was an 
adversity faced by LHD’s early on 
in the pandemic and may have 
caused COVID-19 cases and 
deaths to be underreported.



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• Strategies aimed to delay the 
spread of the virus including:
quarantining infected persons     

and their contacts 
lockdowns and restrictions of 

human mobility
social distancing such as 

prohibiting public gatherings and 
limiting public transportations

• prove to be effective to flatten the 
infection curve. 



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• COVID-19 magnified America’s 
underlying racial and 
socioeconomic inequities in 
population health. 

• The disparities are especially stark 
for Blacks, Latinx, American 
Indian/Alaska Natives, and Native 
Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders 
who have experienced substantially 
higher rates of COVID-19 infection, 
hospitalization, and mortality 
compared to white Americans. 



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• Delays in public health 
guidance—particularly protocols 
for reopenings—often became a 
barrier to effective local 
decisions.

• The frustration was share by 
LHD’s and the community at 
large.



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• LHD had to enforce the state 
guidelines for reopening of 
businesses such as bars, 
restaurants, outdoor 
entertainment gatherings, 
summer camps and gyms.

• Full-service LHD’s dedicated 
significant time and 
resources to investigating 
complaints about 
noncompliant businesses 
and initiating a dialogue 
with offenders.



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• Social media has played a 
prominent role in the 
harassment of public health 
officials, who have received 
death threats and been 
subjected to organized protests 
at their personal residences.



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• Hon. Jack Marren, NYSAC President and 
Chairman of the Ontario County Board of 
Supervisors, said:

• “We continue to celebrate the tireless work 
of our public health heroes. Let us not 
forget that this is the largest and most 
costly public health emergency in over 100 
years. 

• More than 50,000 New Yorkers—our 
friends, neighbors, and family members—
died at the hands of this virus. 

• Our public health leaders were on the front 
lines doing everything they could to curtail 
the spread of the virus, and their actions 
saved lives. 

• Even if some people may have disagreed 
with their decisions, we need to defend and 
protect these critical public servants.”

• Kevin D. Watkins, MD, President of NYSACHO 
said: 

• “Our local public health workers have literally 
put their lives on the line to protect their 
communities, especially early in the pandemic 
when the risk factors were not well 
understood. 

• Facing that great unknown, local public health 
workers raced into the pandemic to establish 
life-saving prevention and response actions.

• Now, as many citizens have grown weary of 
restrictions that remain vital to mitigating 
COVID-19, some are acting out by harassing 
and threatening these same public health 
workers.”



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• Vaccines were distributed in 
prioritization groups. LHD’s were 
asked (late in the distribution 
process) to assist in vaccinating 
communities.

• Not enough vaccines led to long 
waiting lists.

• The lack of vaccines required LHD’s 
to spend more time responding to 
community questions and concern 
than immunizing people. 



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• The toll that the COVID-19 
response took on LHD’s has been 
unmeasurable as LHD’s are still 
trying to assess the impact this 
response has had on their 
departments.

• Loss of key personnel 
(Commissioners, Health Directors, 
nurses, and a host of others) are 
still being felt in all LHD’s; again 
depleting the workforce 
infrastructure in LHD’s.



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• The strong of leadership called for 
during the pandemic—
interdisciplinary expertise
capacity to collaborate across 

sectors
ability to communicate with 

policymakers and the public
• is characteristic that was on display 

by all 58 Commissioners and Public 
Health Directors in NYS during this 
pandemic.



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• Investing in Leadership and 
Workforce Development

• Public health workers and 
leaders have operated under 
unprecedented strain during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The burden 
on staff was not only due to the 
scale and scope of the crisis, but 
also because of negative public 
sentiment.

• Transforming Public Health Funding
• While public health has faced many 

challenges during COVID-19—
including outdated infrastructure, a 
beleaguered workforce, and inequities 
in access and outcomes—

• The lasting lesson for policymakers 
must be a recognition that these 
structural shortcomings were not 
caused by the pandemic, but rather 
already endemic for the sector after 
decades of chronic neglect and 
underinvestment in public health.



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• Modernizing Data and IT 
Capabilities

• While public-private 
partnerships enabled 
departments to fill technical 
gaps, the COVID-19 experience 
illustrated the overdue need to 
invest in health departments’ 
data and IT capabilities.

• Supporting Partnerships and 
Community Engagement

• In the aftermath of COVID-19, 
local and state public health 
officials need to build on the 
cross-sector relationships they 
have developed during the 
pandemic and develop 
sustainable avenues for 
coordination to address long-
term health inequities and 
population health needs.



COVID-19 - Lessons Learned

• Moving forward we must:
closing funding gaps for foundational capabilities
affirm mandates for public health
promote structural alignment
invest in workforce development
modernize data capabilities
support cross-sector partnerships 





Ontario 
County 
COVID Crisis 
PERSONAL AND GOVERNMENT 
REFLECTIONS BY HON. JACK MARREN
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What was COVID in January, 2020?

▪ "This is a flu. This is like a flu.“

▪ “We have it totally under control. It’s one person coming in from China. It’s 
going to be just fine.”

▪ “Looks like by April, you know in theory when it gets a little warmer, it 
miraculously goes away.”

▪ “No, I’m not concerned at all.”



What was COVID in March, 2020?

▪ New York State and the world PAUSED

▪ We were in a state of emergency

▪ New York City was the epicenter

▪ Gov. Cuomo issued mandates to maintain order and minimize the 
spread, and gave daily updates

▪ Workers remained at home, and we learned to ZOOM

▪ Unemployment skyrocketed

▪ Hospitals overflowed, healthcare workers were overworked heroes, and 
the death toll climbed daily

▪ But that was all far away from Ontario County……



COVID Arrives in Ontario County on March 16, 2020

As you know the situation in front of us changes by the moment. Based on the fact that a 
resident of the town of Victor has tested positive for the Coronavirus, we are cancelling the 
half day for students tomorrow (Tuesday). No students should report to school. As 
mentioned, we hope to be back in session April 14th but this will depend on approval by our 
County. Our talented staff is working today to finalize plans for distance learning and other 
critical items necessary for the business of the district to continue to operate. Tomorrow, only 
essential staff will report. As of Wednesday, March 18th the school buildings will be closed to 
the public. 



COVID-19 Teams Were Formed

▪ With the Schools
▪ Worked with School Superintendents to engage safety & health plans and 

partnered operations with the goal to NOT ignite panic in the community

▪ With Emergency Management Personnel
▪ Composed of Fire, Police, Ambulance, and Code Enforcement personnel
▪ Procured county-wide supplies of masks, hand sanitizer, disinfectant, and PPE
▪ Set up Central Command Center
▪ Established protocols for safe response to COVID 911 calls

▪ With the Town and County Staff
▪ Established COVID Committees responsible for establishing safety protocols, 

policies, and essential staffing needs.

▪ With the Finger Lakes Region
▪ Finger Lakes Control Room



Heartbreak 

▪ On a personal level
▪ Recovering from major surgery
▪ Cardiac rehab services closed
▪ Visit to Emergency Room

▪ Overcrowded with sick residents
▪ Family not allowed in hospital
▪ People forced to face treatment alone
▪ Overworked healthcare personnel 

dressed in space suits for protection, 
trying not to get infected themselves



Heartbreak

▪ On a County-Wide Level
▪ 75 nursing home deaths in a former 

County-owned nursing home
▪ Threat of a weaponized resident 

barricade around County hospitals to 
prevent ventilators from being sent to 
NYC

▪ Residents dying alone due to hospital 
visitor restrictions.

▪ Phone calls from residents – please 
help us!

▪ Morgue trailers on stand-by



Heartbreak

▪ On a business level…
▪ Eastview Mall, the biggest source of tax 

revenue in Ontario County is closed, with a 
loss of $1.1 million/day

▪ Local businesses are shut down and 
financially hurting

▪ Mandates imposed, but there is a lack of 
funding to accomplish COVID safety 
requirements – needed supplies are 
scarce

▪ Confusion on the constant changing of 
allowable business operating procedures

▪ Office of Economic Development takes 
lead in assisting businesses in pandemic 
survival and grant applications



Heartbreak

▪ On a personnel level…
▪ Anticipated a loss of 50% of sales 

tax revenue from the Town and 
County’s operating budget

▪ Immediately laid off 150+ 
employees

▪ Closed Recreation Center and 
ceased all programming

▪ Offered early-retirement incentives

▪ Closed offices and had remaining 
staff work from home



COVID-19 Town Hall ZOOM Meetings

We kept residents informed….

▪ Weekly live ZOOM meetings with Town, 
Village, EMS, and County leaders

▪ Updates on Town and County websites, 
Facebook, and NextDoor postings

▪ Daily Public Health updates posted on 
social media
▪ Positive cases
▪ Hospitalizations
▪ Quarantined
▪ Deaths
▪ Testing clinics and resources



Daily Finger Lakes Control Room Monitoring



“From the beginning of the pandemic, my 
message to County residents has been set 
politics aside and respect each other, care 
for one another’s health, wear a mask, 
socially distance, and sanitize your hands. 
We are going through intense times and 
the best way to get through it is together.

As leaders we are writing history and 
continue to do so today – now that the 
vaccine has arrived. If there is any solace 
for the pain caused by COVID-19 it is this:

Next time, we will be ready.”

----- Jack Marren
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