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Inside an ER during the coronavirus outbreak
EXCLUSIVE By Lauren del Valle and Miguel Marquez, CNN

Updated 9:19 PM ET, Sun April 5, 2020

Watch exclusive access to a Covid-19 hospital in "Inside the ER: The Incredible Fight Against Coronavirus," at 9
p.m. ET and 10 p.m. PT tonight on CNN.

Brooklyn, New York (CNN) — One emergency room. 40 minutes. Six patients went into cardiac arrest. Four
died before they made it out of the ER.

The blare of the critical "CODE 99" from the hospital alert system rang out five other times in less than an hour,
calling medics to scramble to a patient needing resuscitation.

It's not chaos, but to an onlooker, it seems like hell.

"They're so sick you lose them in a heartbeat, they're that sick," respiratory therapist Julie Eason told CNN.
"They're talking to you and then a few minutes later you're putting a tube down their throat and you're hoping that
you can set the ventilator in such a way that it actually helps them."

This is the truth of what coronavirus is doing to thousands of Americans, and likely will to many thousand more. It
has been largely unseen because visitors are not allowed to be in hospitals, and everyone else is staying home.
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CNN was invited to witness the scenes inside the University Hospital of Brooklyn, New York, part of the SUNY
Downstate Health Sciences University. All the patients the hospital treats now are su�ering from coronavirus -- it's
one of three hospitals in the state ordered by Gov. Andrew Cuomo to dedicate itself entirely to dealing with the
pandemic.

The volume of people coming to the ER is lower than before the virus, but because they are all su�ering from
Covid-19, the patients are sicker and the death rate is high. Nearly 25% of the patients admitted to the hospital
with the virus have died.

"It's not the hospital it's the nature of the disease," Dr. Lorenzo Paladino, an emergency medicine physician, told
CNN.

There are no broken bones or stomach viruses these days. These doctors are only seeing people who are
struggling to breathe because they've contracted the virus that's caused a pandemic across the globe and is now
heading to a peak in New York City, according to some scientists.

More and more patients are coming to SUNY Downstate by the day, its doctors said.

"It's relentless," Paladino said.

And there is no time for rest. CNN reporters saw a health care worker wrap the body of a deceased patient. Within
30 minutes, the body was gone, the space was sanitized and there lay a critically ill man, coughing, with an oxygen
mask on his face.

The University Hospital in Brooklyn is now dedicated to only coronavirus patients.
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Of the nearly 400 people admitted for Covid-19 treatment at the hospital, 90% of them are over the age of 45, and
60% are older than 65, sta� said. But it's not only an a�iction for the old. Their youngest patient was a toddler, age
3.

"We have some young people in there in their 20s, not used to seeing this and some had a thousand-mile stare,
just crying," Paladino said of patients seeking treatment for coronavirus in the emergency room.

"They just watched four codes happen. This is 'Grey's Anatomy' stu� for them, not real life. It shouldn't happen in
front of them."

The doctors, nurses, respiratory therapists and hospital sta� stay calm as they fight to save their patients.

"This is what we signed up for, just not in this volume," Dr. Cynthia Benson, who works with Paladino in the ER, told
CNN.

They are not used to this -- the frequency of people struggling to breathe, the number of alarms ringing with a
"code" alerting doctors that a patient isn't breathing, the percentage they cannot save because Covid-19 strikes so

They just watched four codes happen. This
is 'Grey's Anatomy' stu� for them, not real
life. It shouldn't happen in front of them
Dr. Lorenzo Paladino, of young patients in the ER



Dr. Cynthia Benson says it's hard emotionally to prepare to have so many patients that cannot be
saved.
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hard and so fast.

"You know you may have a code, maybe on a bad shift you may have two codes where you carry that emotion and
you wonder if you did everything that you could," Benson said. "I think it's emotionally hard to prepare for this level
of sickness and su�ering and morbidity and mortality in such a short period of time. I don't think any of us are well
prepared for it."

Ninety-four people have died from complications related to Covid-19 at SUNY Downstate since the pandemic hit
three weeks ago.

"The hardest part, I think, for nursing is also we are always looking to make people better," Cheryl Rolston, a
registered nurse and director of the emergency department, told CNN. "We have to be prepared for the
overwhelming amount of deaths that we are going to have."

Rolston said it's di�cult for her to watch the patients su�er without loved ones at their bedside.

"I had one patient's son call me the other day and he said, 'my dad is 80-something years old...I know he's going to
die ... and I'm sad because he's dying alone.'"

We have to be prepared for the
overwhelming amount of deaths that we are
going to have
Cheryl Rolston, director of the emergency department



Protective equipment runs short in another Brooklyn hospital 05:49
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The war zone-like scene inside SUNY Downstate -- an 8-story state-run hospital in the East Flatbush neighborhood
of Brooklyn -- is so di�erent from the world outside, subject to "stay at home" orders.

"You're driving down New York Avenue or Nostrand Avenue, which are pretty busy thoroughfares -- it's almost
crickets," Dr. Robert Gore, an emergency medicine physician, told CNN. "But then here in the emergency
department, it's a level of intensity that you only see in disaster zones."

Dr. Robert Foronjy, Downstate's Chief of Pulmonary and Critical Care Medicine, grew up 10 blocks away from the
hospital.

"My life was pretty normal three weeks ago and this happened almost overnight," Foronjy told CNN.

You're driving down New York Avenue or
Nostrand Avenue, which are pretty busy
thoroughfares -- it's almost crickets. But
then here in the emergency department, it's
a level of intensity that you only see in
disaster zones
Dr. Robert Gore



Dr. Robert Foronjy says life has turned upside down for everyone associated with the hospital.
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"It's tough on everyone," he added. "But the people I feel most for are the families, especially the ones that never
have an opportunity to say goodbye to their loved ones."

The sickest patients struggling to breathe are put on ventilators that essentially take the breaths for them. The
complex, expensive machines are essential in the fight against coronavirus. Cuomo has said the state of New York
could need more than 30,000 additional ventilators.

But these machines aren't a magic cure. Data has shown the odds of surviving are low for Covid-19 patients on
ventilators, Paladino said.

Paladino is one of the researchers who's shown that one ventilator can help two patients at once in certain
circumstances -- something Cuomo has said may need to be tried. But Paladino says the co-ventilating technique
isn't a solution to the shortage.

"It was always meant to be a temporary bridge for hours, 12 hours, until an area hospital can deliver us some more
vents or until the stockpile can come," he said.

He hopes his research does not get tested in this emergency, but acknowledged it may be the lesser of two evils.

"We're worried about, what if the day comes where we don't have enough ventilators," Paladino said. "We don't
want to make the decision between two viable patients by simply trying to decide who's more worthy or flipping a
coin."

Dr. Lorenzo Paladino has researched using one ventilator for multiple patients.
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Eason, the hospital's respiratory therapy department director, said the need for ventilators also means a need for
trained people.

"It's very complex and if you don't set it up right, that patient outcome is di�erent," Eason said. "You need skilled
people who have lots of experience doing this to have good outcomes with these patients, and these patients are
so di�erent from any patients we've ever seen before."

The need for trained medical sta� is set to become acute for SUNY Downstate and many others. Cuomo has
mandated all hospitals in the state to expand their bed capacity by at least 50%.

SUNY Downstate has more than 2,000 employees that care for patients in 225 beds.

To meet the anticipated surge of patients, the hospital's cafeteria will be equipped for about 50 more patient beds
and tents sprawling the parking lots are already outfitted as negative pressure spaces, a sterilizing technique that
prevents airborne contaminants from spreading the virus.

Soon, they'll open a second Covid-19 overflow space at a facility in a nearby Brooklyn neighborhood.

Julie Eason says patients with coronavirus are di�erent to any she has seen before.

We're really taking a lot of tactics from
military medicine to do this disaster
medicine
Dr. Wayne Riley
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The tents are what you might imagine a military base to look like in a war zone, but they're in the middle of the
neighborhood, surrounded by rowhomes just yards away.

"We're really taking a lot of tactics from military medicine to do this disaster medicine," said SUNY Downstate
President Dr. Wayne Riley. "You make it up, you improvise, you get creative in the times of disaster and epidemic."

He said he's worried most about having enough healthy medical professionals to treat patients.

"There's a lot of things that keep me up at night," Riley said. "First of all, the safety of my physicians and my nurses
and respiratory therapists -- I worry deeply about them in terms of their exposure."

Employees at the hospital are working mandatory overtime, and vacations and scheduled personal leave have
been canceled indefinitely.

And still more help is needed. The day CNN visited the hospital, an emergency alert sounded on everyone's
phones across New York City.

Dr Wayne Riley, president of SUNY Downstate, is worried about keeping his sta� healthy.
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"Attention all healthcare workers: New York City is seeking licensed healthcare workers to support healthcare
facilities in need. Visit NYC.gov/helpnow to volunteer," the alert said.

SUNY Downstate has had more than 50 healthcare workers o�er to help and some are already on the frontlines.

One o�er ca me from a critical care physician over 70 years old, said Dr. Mafuzur Rahman, who assigns physicians
throughout the hospital.

"Donating their time is almost taking away from the bigger sacrifice they're making," Rahman said of the
volunteers. "They're putting themselves at risk, their families at risk, to care for our patients."

The medical sta� at SUNY Downstate have that same dedication, though with little knowledge about this new
strain of coronavirus, much of the treatment is trial and error.

"The hopelessness, helplessness I see in their eyes -- they want to do the very best they can," Rahman said.

After long, intense and challenging shifts trying to help sick strangers, most of the medical professionals can't even
get a hug or a kiss from their loved ones -- they've quarantined themselves from their families because they're

A request for volunteers was sent as a phone alert.

Get ready, because whatever you've
imagined as your worst day ever, you've not
seen it yet
Julie Eason to medics around the country
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afraid of exposing them to the virus.

"I see them from a distance with a mask and wave, you know, from 20 feet away or so and just make sure that
they're OK," Paladino said of his own family.

This is the new normal for SUNY Downstate, at least for now, and they want their colleagues in cities like Chicago
and Detroit -- viewed as the next hot spots for Covid-19 -- to prepare for disaster.

"Get ready, because whatever you've imagined as your worst day ever, you've not seen it yet," Eason, the
respiratory therapist, warned.

"We normally have a couple patients that are this level sick. (Now) Our ICUs are filled with them, filled with them,
and none of them can breathe," Eason said.

So many have died and so quickly that the hospital now has two refrigerated trucks parked outside to hold the
bodies because its own mortuary is full.

Morgue supervisor Michael McGillicuddy said he may need to order more trucks.

With a disaster we know what we're getting.
Here, it is nonstop
Michael McGillicuddy, morgue supervisor



Michael McGillicuddy, morgue supervisor, says the pandemic frightens him.
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"This is pretty much the worst that I've seen. Because with a (natural) disaster we know what we're getting. Here, it
is nonstop," McGillicuddy told CNN.

"I'm a volunteer fireman. I've run into burning buildings. I've seen accidents. This scares me. For myself, for my
family and for everyone."

And for the dead, the sta� are trying to give them one last mark of respect, SUNY Downstate Director of
Government Relations Jelanie DeShong told CNN.

"We've been trying our best not to stack the bodies."

Miguel Marquez and Lauren del Valle reported this story, which was written by del Valle in New York.
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