
 
September 8, 2020: 
Contact Tracing, Voting 101, and The National Academy of Medicine  

Political meddling with guidelines from the Center for Disease Control (CDC) feeds fear. This 
past week, a febrile patient of mine (NG) testing positive for COVID-19. What to do? What type 
of contact tracing should I do? Who should I order tests on? While we have trusted the Center for 
Disease Control for our entire working lives, we cannot now trust CDC guidance, as three recent 
examples highlight: the abrupt change in testing guidelines, the school opening guidelines and 
the reassignment of  COVID-19 and other health data from the CDC experts to HHS political 
appointees.   

The change in testing guidelines is the most damaging of all. The executive branch essentially 
told the CDC to change its guidelines and the leadership of the CDC has largely folded adding 
more confusion. Since it is the weekend, I did my own contact tracing. The first positive 
individual was from New Jersey who in turn transmitted to the patient’s sister who was visiting 
Springfield, where my patient lives and I practice. The patient’s sister then returned to her home 
several thousand miles away! The patient is married with three children. Contact tracing is not 
easy! Despite the currently useless CDC guidelines, I am ordering COVID-19 testing on 
everyone who has had close contact with the patient including a repeat on one child who had 
tested negative a month ago.  

I emphasized three actions to this family: masks,  social distancing and washing/cleaning 
oneself/surfaces. These tried and true pieces of advice underlie some of the challenges and 
opportunities of voting this November. Simply put, the best way to stay safe is to vote by mail. 
Re the efficacy of masks, I still encounter many who don’t believe in them, including a 
“generous” neighbor last week who barged into our house literally bearing flowers and not 
wearing a mask- she doesn’t believe in them. This web site highlights and monitors mask 
developments.  

Worried about the surfaces in a voting booth? In a systematic review of similar studies, various 
disinfectants (including ethanol at concentrations between 62 and 71%) inactivated a number of 
coronaviruses related to SARS-CoV-2 within one minute. That is what happens after every 
patient I see at the practice – all surfaces including door knobs are wiped down. And what about 
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social distancing. Bottom line of the already referenced article is that speaking normally in a low 
occupancy room even in a poorly ventilated space such as might occur in voting booth – you will 
be fine. But if you are going to vote by mail it is critical that you request the ballot in time and 
send it in plenty of time.  

Yet after months of clamor, there is still a need for national leadership on the COVID pandemic. 
A resistant executive branch will place obstacles at every step of the way, but the following is 
possible and realistic especially if Speaker Pelosi and some Senators propose an approach that 
Congress does not explicitly control. Convene an independent commission funded by an outside 
foundation that would include input from both the executive branch and outside experts. This 
could be placed under the auspices of an independent organization such as the National Academy 
of Medicine (NAM). This could happen relatively quickly as foundations have produced 
numerous reports on what should be done.  

As recently quoted by the writer and surgeon Atul Gawande, Surgeon General under Ronald 
Reagan C. Everett Koop once said, “Health care is vital to all of us some of the time, but public 
health is vital to all of us all of the time.” This crisis we are facing offers us a unique opportunity 
to rebuild our public health system.  

Americans are looking for leadership on the worst crisis to impact us in a century and, in 
response, the U.S. has failed to protect its citizens, the most basic function of government. 
Americans will not look kindly come November at executive branch physicians who espouse 
dubious theories such as herd immunity and argue against masks and social distancing. 
Americans will look favorably come November at a House leadership and members of the 
Senate that have given its political best to address the COVID-19 pandemic right now. Thanks 
to all who have given me names of health professionals in swing states. Looking for more!  

Norbert Goldfield, M.D.  
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