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Yesterday’s question results (244 votes)
Howwould you rate efforts to halt coronavirus?
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LOWELL » When food pantries
and other organizations that
provide food for people in need
came to the Merrimack Valley
Food Bank this week, they re-
ceived their loads of shelf-sta-
ble, frozen and refrigerated
goods in a different way than
normal.
“We’re being a little more au-

tomated than usual. But we’ll
always be an approachable
family atmosphere food bank,”
said Executive Director Amy
Pessia. “That’s what we pride
ourselves for and and we want
to remain that way.”
Instead of having represen-

tatives of member agencies en-

ter the building to select items,
MVFB is taking food orders by
email ahead of time, she said.
The packaged food orders are
brought out onto the loading
dock at their regularly sched-
uled shopping appointments,
and they load it into their vehi-
cles, Pessia said.
The food bank’s food distri-

bution center in Lowell sup-
plies more than 140 food pro-
grams across more than 30
communities in the region. In a
time unsettled by fears of the
coronavirus pandemic, MVFB
is taking steps to ensure social
distancing and protect its em-
ployees, volunteers, member
agencies and others that may
be at risk of getting the illness,
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Today’s Question
Do you know anyone in quarantine
for COVID-19 exposure?

YES OR NO
VOTE AT LOWELLSUN.COM

COVID-19CONCERNS

LRTA, MRTA make
changes due to virus
Local transit authorities
alter operations to protect
drivers, riders. PAGE 3A

CHELMSFORD

Local manufacturer
cranks up production
Races to produce
thousands of ventilators
amid pandemic. PAGE 2A
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LOWELL »A west coast congress-
man with deep roots in Greater
Lowell is in critical condition fol-
lowing complications from an
injury he suffered in a fall while
running.
U.S. Rep. Mark DeSaulnier,

congressman for California’s
11th District, was hospitalized on
March 13 and treated for compli-
cations of pneumonia that fol-
lowed a traumatic rib fracture,
according to a press release is-
sued Saturday by his office.
DeSaulnier was initially listed

in serious but stable condition.
The 67-year-old was also tested
and later advised he was COVID-
19 negative.
Saturday’s press release states

DeSaulnier’s condition has since
deteriorated.
“The doctors are doing every-

thing they can to care for the
Congressman,” said Betsy Arnold
Marr, DeSaulnier’s chief of staff,
in Saturday’s release. “Mark’s
family and staff appreciate your
thoughts and prayers during this
very difficult time.”
DeSaulnier who currently

lives in Concord, Calif., was born
in Lowell on March 31, 1952. He
graduated from the College of
Holy Cross at age 22 and left his
home in Chelmsford to head to
San Francisco.
DeSaulnier’s father Edward

DeSaulnier served as a Massa-
chusetts state representative,
state senator and a Superior
Court judge. Hewas later caught
in a corruption scandal that led
to DeSaulnier’s decision tomove
west.
“If Dad hadn’t gotten into

trouble we’d probably all still be
CRITICAL » 8A

Congressman
with Lowell
roots in
critical
condition

Organizations continue to pick up food for local food pantries from
the Merrimack Valley Food Bank. Warehouse assistant Brandon
Crocker of Pepperell puts on fresh gloves after cleaning his hands.

had already identified and con-
tacted those who were in close
contact with the diagnosed indi-
viduals.
“Anyone identified as a ‘close

contact’ has already been noti-
fied by the Board of Health and
has been requested to self-quar-
antine for a period of fourteen
days,” the Board of Health said in
a press release on Friday.

COVID-19 » 8A

from a pre-existingmedical con-
dition. On Saturdaymorning, the
Town of Ayer released a public
statement identifying the wom-
an as one of the multiple Ayer
residents who were already
known to have COVID-19.
The town announced on Fri-

day afternoon that an undis-
closed number of “citizens” of
Ayer tested positive for COVID-
19, and that the Board of Health

ously responded to a call involv-
ing an earlier confirmed COVID-
19 patient.
Ayer’s Department of Public

Health identified the second per-
son to die from COVID-19 as a
woman in her 50s from Middle-
sex County on Friday evening,
and said the woman suffered

woman in her 50s fromAyer was
the second to die of the virus a
day earlier.
Meanwhile, Billerica an-

nounced in a public statement
that a fifth person in Billerica
tested positive Sunday, and said
that individual was a first re-
sponder in town who had previ-

By Robert Mills
and Aaron Curtis
rmills@lowellsun.com

The Department of Public
Health announced Sunday after-
noon that the statewide death
toll from COVID-19 rose to five,
and officials revealed that a

Statewide deaths up to 5, including Ayer woman

AYER

COVID-19 hits close to home
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Jay Looney of Dracut loads food for the St. Mary Magdalen of Tyngs-
boro food pantry. It was their regular Wednesday pickup.

Red Sox 2020 Calendar
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Tsongas talked about her ex-
periences with DeSaulnier on
Sunday, saying shewas saddened
to hear the news of his health.
“I remain hopeful,” Tsongas

said.
When DeSaulnier was elected

to Congress, Tsongas read about
his ties to Lowell. Considering
their common affiliation, the
pair connected on the House
floor.
“He had a sad story to tell

about his childhood here, but it
was a story hewas determined to
rise above,” Tsongas said “Also,
he had a deep affection for Low-
ell. That was very clear. So, we
shared a lot of stories.”
According to his congressio-

nal biography, DeSaulnier’s is a
father of two. He is also an avid
runner who has completed 21
marathons.

Follow Aaron Curtis on Twitter
@aselahcurtis

ture, and the Committee on Edu-
cation and Labor. In June 2016,
he participated in a 25-hour sit-
in on the House floor to protest
the Republican majority’s refus-
al to hold votes on gun-control
legislation.
According to DeSaulnier’s

congressional website biogra-
phy, he has successfully passed
38 legislative efforts over the
past four years, including legisla-
tion to support students by ex-
panding early learning opportu-
nities through Head Start
programs and establishing after
school centers for families, stu-
dents, and communitymembers.
The bio also states that he has
worked to increase investment
in transportation research and
planning and supported afford-
able housing programs nation-
wide.
“We need more like him in

Washington,” said former Con-
gresswoman Nikki Tsongas.

back in Lowell or Chelmsford,”
DeSaulnier told The Sun in 2016.
“Your parents’ role in your life is
significant, and in this case it
took me 3,000 miles away.”
According to a DeSaulnier’s

biography posted on his congres-
sional website, he has owned and
managed several successful Bay
Area restaurants. He has been a
small business ownermost of his
career.
In 1991, DeSaulnier was elect-

ed to the Concord, Calif., City
Council, which began his life in
politics. He later served the Cali-
fornia’s state Legislature and, in
January 2015, was elected into
the U.S. House of Representa-
tives.
DeSaulnier was diagnosed

with leukemia in 2015. The expe-

Critical
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DeSaulnier currently sits on
the Committee onOversight and
Reform, the Committee on
Transportation and Infrastruc-

rience prompted DeSaulnier to
form a bipartisan “survivors cau-
cus” in 2017 to advocate for can-
cer research and patients.

CHERISS MAY / SIPA USA

Rep. Mark DeSaulnier (D-Calif.), speaks on Capitol Hill in Washington,
D.C., on March 20, 2018. He is in critical condition after a running injury.

“The Town of Ayer would like
to express its sincere sympathy
to the family of the deceased dur-
ing this difficult time,” the town
said in a public statement Satur-
day. “The Board of Health is ac-
tively involvedwith investigating
and providing the appropriate
guidance to the family as well as
to all individuals involved to en-
sure that the protocols of the
Massachusetts Department of
Public Health are followed.”
In the statement, the town re-

iterated that those in town who
were in close contact with those
who have tested positive have al-
ready been contacted.
“Unless you have been con-

tacted by the Board of Health, it
is not likely that you have had ex-
posure to these individuals,” the
town said in a public statement.
Early Sunday evening, there

was limited activity on Main
Street in Ayer. A couple walking
their dog said Ayer is a sleepy
town, but usually not this sleepy.
SeveralMain Street businesses

had hours on their doors sug-
gesting they should be open, but
the businesses were motionless
and dark inside. A sign in front of

COVID-19
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Osawa Japanese Bistro dated
March 18 said, “Closed until fur-
ther notice.” Another sign taped
to the door of Ayer Nail Care re-
vealed the business would be
closed for a week.
The only vehicles parked on

Main Street on Sunday evening
were two TV news trucks sitting
in front of Town Hall.
Eric North, a 31-year-old Ayer

resident, was standing at the
building’s door reading an exten-
sive note posted there announc-
ing Town Hall’s suspension of
nonessential town programs.
“I’m just trying to keep up

with the news and trying to stay
as prepared as I can and not pan-
ic and just try to take the most
logical and rational approach I
can,” North said.
April Torhan, 44, also stopped

to talk while out for a walk on
Main Street. She had just found
out about the Ayer resident’s
death.
“It’s sad and it’s unfortunate,”

Torhan said. “But it’s not shock-
ing. You know?”
Torhan said she works in the

public health sector and is
among staff who operate a
hotline for those to call and ask
health-related questions. She
said the hotline has received
calls from those under the
COVID-19 self-quarantine who

need clarification about what
they can and can’t do.
“I’m not worried aboutmyself,

as I’m not in the high-risk cate-
gory, but I amworried about the
people I know and the overall
mental health of everyone,” To-
rhan said.
“Wash your hands, wash your

hands, wash your hands,” she
said.
After hearing about the Ayer

resident’s death, town resident
Doug Wells expressed concern
about the economic health of the
state and nation, and the safety
of the community.
“I’m a bit concerned whether

or not the state is telling us the
answers to the questions we’re
interested in,” the 72-year-old
said. “There doesn’t seem to be
an actual plan for solving the
problem. After we end up with
all these self-quarantines and
isolation, we are still going to
have a vulnerable population.”
In Billerica, Town Manager

John Curran reported last week
that a paramedic was being test-
ed and in quarantine while the
results were pending. On Sunday
night, he said he could not re-
lease more information on the
first responder confirmed to
have it, though.
Billerica Police Deputy Chief

Roy Frost said he could not com-

ment on confirmed cases, but
said police and first responders
in Billerica have been taking
steps to protect themselves.
Those steps include reducing

the number of medical calls that
police and firefighters respond
to so that personnel are only re-
sponding to calls where they are
urgently needed. Medical per-
sonnel only respond to less ur-
gent medical calls. And Frost
said first responders are wearing
personal protective gear for any
call where they will have to be
within 6 feet of a potential
COVID-19 patient.
Curran encouraged all resi-

dents to take precautions as well.
“There is community spread in

Billerica,” Curran said. “There is
community spread all over the
town like there is everywhere
else, so you should stay home,
avoid going out, and social dis-
tancing should be practiced by
everyone.”
The developments came as the

Department of Public Health
said three more individuals
statewide died from COVID-19
on Sunday — a man in his 70s
fromHampden County, aman in
his 70s from Berkshire County
and a man in his 90s from Suf-
folk County.
Only the man from Berkshire

County had an underlyingmedi-

cal condition, but Ann Scales, a
spokeswoman for the DPH, said
in a prepared statement that all
three men were in the age group
that is considered high risk re-
gardless of underlying condi-
tions.
Scales said that as of Sunday at

4 p.m., 6,004Massachusetts resi-
dents have been tested for
COVID-19 and that 646 of those
have tested positive.
Gov. Charlie Baker told report-

ers as he left church Sunday
morning that he expects the
numbers to continue rising.
“The reason that number is

going to climb is because we’re
testingmore,” Baker said. “That’s
not necessarily a bad thing. And
by theway, people are recovering
at the same time that new people
are coming on.”
Scales warned that COVID-19

activity is increasing acrossMas-
sachusetts.
“At this time, if people are only

mildly symptomatic, they should
speak to their health care provid-
er about whether they need to be
assessed in person,” Scales wrote
in a press release. “If not, they
should stay at home while they
are sick. Asymptomatic family
members should practice social
distancing and immediately self-
isolate if they develop symp-
toms.”

Pessia said.
MVFB is also limiting the

number of volunteers entering
the building to three at a time,
and providing them with gloves
and hand sanitizer, she said.
The food bank’smobile pantry

program relies on volunteers to
deliver groceries to the home-
bound elderly and people with
disabilities at more than 250
households throughout Greater
Lowell, Pessia said. Several vol-
unteers have backed away due to
the pandemic, leaving the pro-
gram director to do those deliv-
eries on her own, she said.
MVFB currently provides food

to nearly 50,000 people per
month, but Pessia anticipates the
demand will spike in the next
two to eight weeks to as many as
70,000 people.
Children are out of school and

families need to provide the
meals they would normally have
in school, parents may be out of
work or facing increased child
care costs, Pessia said. Workers
who lose hours will be struggling
with their regular financial obli-
gations, and those who qualify
for emergency unemployment
benefits will only be living on a
percentage of what they would
normally earn, she said.
There are also people that are

already living paycheck to pay-
check that sometimes “need that
little hand up” from the food
bank, who are going to need that
more often, Pessia said.
She said MVFB is still distrib-

uting food donated in November
and December, and others have
recentlymade donations of cases
of water, canned food and heat-
and-eat meals, and others have
come with bags of soup, paper
products and other items people
are finding in short supply, Pes-
sia said. She said there have also
been monetary donations that
will help replenish the food
bank.
But she anticipates the cur-

rent supply will be depleted
more quickly than usual, espe-
cially going into the spring and
summermonthswhen donations
normally drop.
“We need the support of our

generous community partners,
now more than ever, so that we
can help people get nutritious
food so they canwork or look for

Food banks
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fecting in the pantry, she said.
Stern said she’s already seen a

slight uptick in the number of
people coming through the pan-
try, including new families in the
region and people from outside
of its service area. She said those
from outside of the pantry’s
member towns aren’t being
turned away, but they receive a
smaller amount of food one time
only and are providedwith infor-
mation to find resources in their
own communities, she said.
Loaves and Fishes has been

spending about $7,000 to $8,000
per month on food, but Stern
said it could go as high as
$15,000 to $20,000 to meet the
increased need andmaintain the
regular level of service.
To complicate matters, the

food pantry is experiencing some
supply chain issues due to diffi-
culty in transporting orders
from the Greater Boston Food
Bank, Stern said.
Two local companies, Wilson

Brothers HVAC in Pepperell and
Bursaw Gas & Oil in Acton, have
stepped up to provide vehicles
and drivers to assist the pantry
over the next couple weeks, she
said.
“After that, all bets are off,”

Stern said.
She’s also expecting decreased

revenue due to the cancellation
of the pantry’s annual golf tour-
nament fundraiser in June. The
Nashoba Great Food Walk,
which also benefits the pantry,
has also been physically can-
celed but organizers intend to
hold a virtual version on April
10, Stern said.
She asked that the community

considermaking financial dona-
tions to support the pantry in-
stead of bringing food items in
order to limit exposure to the
coronavirus. Monetary dona-
tions allow the pantry to pur-
chase in bulk the items it needs,
Stern said.
She said she hopes to be able

to continue providing the same
amount of food to families that
come to the pantry. The only cir-
cumstances under which the
pantry would close are increased
community spread of COVID-19
in the area, insufficient number
of volunteers and the supply
chain drying up, Stern said.
For more information on how

to support these organizations
or seek assistance, visit
mvfb.org, salvationarmyma.org/
lowell and loavesfishespan-
try.org.

work, so they can learn and
maintain health,” Pessia said.
Salvation Army of Greater

Lowell Capt. Timothy Ross said
the coronavirus pandemic has
necessitated the closure of some
of its juvenile and senior pro-
grams, and changes to its food
pantry and meal services nor-
mally served on premises.
Thosewho use the food pantry

are normally able to come in and
make their own selections on
Mondays, Wednesdays and Fri-
days, but now pantry items are
being pre-bagged and handed
out at the door, he said. Recipi-
ents with specific dietary needs
can call ahead to ensure they get
items they need, and for those
who can’t, staff will do the best
they can to accommodate them
at the door, Ross said.
Senior meals normally held

Tuesday and Thursdaymornings
and community meals on Satur-
day and Sunday afternoons can-
not be held as usual due to gath-
ering size restrictions. However,
themeals will still be provided at
the scheduled times, but as pre-
packaged to-go meals handed
out at the door, Ross said.
“We can continue to serve peo-

ple and meet people’s needs, we
just have to change it a bit so we
can follow the precautions and
health mandates,” Ross said.
Pantry and meal volumes are

currently normal for the time of

year, but he said he anticipates
increased need in the coming
weeks as area residents’ circum-
stances may change due to the
pandemic. Ross said he plans to
have extra meals packaged for
upcoming community meals.
He said the Salvation Army

will also be working closely with
the Merrimack Valley Food
Bank, other partners and agen-
cies to make sure its food pantry
is well-stocked and ready to
serve those in need in this crisis.
Since Gov. Charlie Baker de-

clared the state of emergency,

Loaves and Fishes Pantry in De-
vens has been operating as a
drive-through to continue serv-
ing the residents of Ayer, Devens,
Dunstable, Groton, Harvard, Lit-
tleton and Shirley, said Execu-
tive Director Patty Stern.
No clients are entering the

building, she said. A limited
number of staff and volunteers
gather items and deliver the
packaged groceries to the clients
waiting in their cars, Stern said.
Masks and gloves are available to
those working, and there is en-
hanced daily cleaning and disin-
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Santiago Ferreira, left, and Wilma Santiago of Lawrence, director of Water Sources food pantry in Lawrence,
finish their weekly pickup of food.

From left, warehouse manager Tony Luna, of Lowell, warehouse assis-
tant Brandon Crocker, of Pepperell, and executive director Amy Pessia,
of Lowell, chat at the warehouse.
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