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t the time this piece was written, 54 Florida hos-

pitals reported no available intensive care unit

(ICU) beds'; hospitals in Miami-Dade County even

started sending patients to neighboring Broward
County for care despite Broward County also reporting a hos-
pital bed shortage. Patients might even have needed to be
transferred further north to Palm Beach County.? Miami-Dade
County was diagnosing over 100 cases with SARS-CoV-2 per
100,000 residents per day at one point, with a test positivity
rate of over 25% that suggests testing is inadequate and many
more would-be positive tests are being missed.? While certain
parts of the United States seem to have gained some sem-
blance of control over the novel coronavirus, Florida appears
to be in a downward spiral of high infection rates and increas-
ing hospitalizations.

It didn't have to go this way.

According to Robert Redfield, MD, Director of the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, wearing a mask significant-
ly reduces SARS-CoV-2 transmission. If community masking
were increased only modestly, disease transmission could be
curtailed enough to prevent many stay-at-home orders and re-
duce losses of an estimated $1 trillion in gross domestic prod-
uct*while also providing incalculable improvements in morbid-
ity and mortality. Some experts believe that, while wearing a
mask can protect others, it can also protect the wearer.®

That masking should be universal has become the accepted
public health sentiment during this pandemic. Yet at the time
of writing this article, there was still no law mandating masks in
Florida, perhaps due to a significant but vocal minority—those
who have personal concerns about wearing a mask and little
concern about transmitting the virus to other, more vulnerable
populations. This was the reason that one of the authors (M.B.)
campaigned tirelessly for mandatory masking at Palm Beach
County Commission meetings, one of which made the interna-
tional news because of the outrageous and seemingly heart-
felt statements made by several antimask advocates.®

AN ORGANIZED AND OUTSPOKEN MINORITY

At the Palm Beach County Commission, organized antimask
advocates arrived hours before the start of the meeting, com-
ing in two buses. Because of social distancing guidelines and
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seating limitations, they were able to fill many of the open
seats at the meeting, making it appear that the antimask ad-
vocates far outnumbered those in favor of mask laws. Despite
their tactics of screaming and intimidation, a law mandating
masks in the county passed unanimously, though medical ex-
emptions for those with chronic obstructive pulmonary dis-
ease, asthma, or “other conditions that reduce breathing” and
religious exemptions for “persons for whom wearing a facial
covering conflicts with their religious beliefs or practices” were
included.” After the meeting, police escorts were required by
those in favor of masks, while the county commissioners had to
lock themselves behind chamber doors.

The antimask campaigners were already known to M.B., a
teacher, from previous gatherings she had attended in sup-
port of firearm legislation aimed at reducing gun violence. The
same antimask advocates at the County Commission meeting
had previously gathered as counter-protesters at this prior
event, heckling and threatening those advocating for improv-
ing gun safety through legislation such as background checks.
While it should not be, mask wearing and the laws mandating
it have become a question of politics rather than one based in
scientific evidence.

POLITICIZATION OF PUBLIC HEALTH

IN FLORIDA AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

The absence of mandatory masking laws in populations hes-
itant to wear them, combined with the rush to reopen busi-
nesses, resulted in increasing death rates in Florida, with 7-day
averages continuing in an upward trajectory and over 7,000
deaths being reported as of August 3, 2020.8 A small glimmer
of hope was raised on that day, when fewer than 100 deaths
for the previous day were reported, although one wonders if
the weekend's Hurricane Isaias preparations may have delayed
some reporting.

In the face of mounting death counts and increasingly
stressed hospitals, Florida’s governor, Ron DeSantis, has not
heeded calls to institute new regulations, instead deferring to
localities. This is perhaps good news considering Georgia's
governor, Brian Kemp, has spoken out against local mask laws
and has said that mandating wearing them, even at the local
level, would be a “bridge too far.”? Several Georgia municipal-
ities defied the governor, passing mandatory masking for their
populations anyway, prompting Governor Kemp to file a law-
suit against the city of Atlanta, which he subsequently dropped
after a judge ordered the state and city into mediation.™®

The idea that the state should create laws to regulate the
health and safety of the population has been met with resis-
tance in the past where there is a greater degree of libertarian
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and antipaternalistic thinking." Campaigning against pub-
lic health laws is not a new phenomenon. In the 1970s and
1980s, mandatory seat belt laws were met with significant re-
sistance by a vocal minority, with the most common predic-
tors for opposing these laws noted as holding beliefs that seat
belts were ineffective, inconvenient, or uncomfortable'>—the
same arguments that have been made against masks. Addi-
tionally, having lower educational attainment, less income,
and younger age were predictors of being against mandatory
seat belt laws."

THE IMPORTANCE OF

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

In response to a vociferous and somewhat organized minority,
which has, in many cases, intimidated state and local politicians
into inaction, community organizers have put out the call for
many more citizens to make their voices heard. This seemed to
have had an impact on the Palm Beach County commissioners,
one of whom tried to demonstrate that there was broad sup-
port for passing a mandatory masking law during the commis-
sion meeting by bringing a stack of printed-out communica-
tions he had received in favor of it. Community organizers and
public health advocates generally have an easier time reaching
local officials, whereas it can be more difficult to engage other
government officials farther away in state capitals, especially in
larger states such as Florida. The organizers can also appeal to
the fact that the local officials must live in the communities they
represent and do not want to suffer from the spread of SARS-
CoV-2 and overflowing hospitals. While local officials may be
ill equipped to handle a global pandemic, appealing to the
community has been somewhat effective in putting pressure
on these officials to get a patchwork of local laws, which hope-
fully will have an impact on Florida's surge numbers.

In the absence of a statewide mandatory masking law in
Florida, several municipalities have instituted their own restric-
tions. Counties with some of the largest cities, such as Miami,
Fort Lauderdale, Tampa, and Orlando, have required that
masks be worn in public since June or early July.”® These re-
strictions, however, were implemented later than states in the
northeastern United States, which have required masks since
April or May and before significant reopening of businesses
took place, in contrast to the sequence observed in Florida.

In the absence of political leadership, Florida businesses are
increasingly taking up the charge and mandating that employ-
ees work from home, while others are requiring that employees
and customers wear masks. Following New York-based gro-
cer Key Foods and national chains like Whole Foods, both of
which have long required that Florida customers wear masks,
Florida's ubiquitous Publix Supermarkets mandated masks in
over 800 of their stores beginning July 21.

While individual businesses and localities should be com-
mended for their efforts, unfortunately, this may not be enough
to dampen the surge. A tool developed by Harvard-based re-
searchers has labeled Florida and several other neighboring
states as having severe spread, necessitating the need for stay-
at-home orders to be reinstated.’
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CONCLUSION

Florida is currently a global epicenter for COVID-19 diagno-
ses, with the state reporting nearly 600,000 cases as of August
17,2 more than most countries with larger populations. Florida
faces many barriers to gaining control over the virus, including
a vocal and organized minority that has opposed public health
measures, an unwilling state government and ill-equipped
local officials, and an underfunded safety net if stay-at-home
orders were to be issued. Appealing to the public and elected
officials with science, sanity, and support for those who want to
prevent the spread of COVID-19 may provide one solution for
gaining some control over the pandemic.
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