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Those working in emergency departments 
during the COVID-19 pandemic are doing 
their jobs with a “hot zone” mentality,  
according to Dr. Mark Howerter.

They never know if the next patient they treat 
could have the virus.

“It has been difficult and anxiety-evoking to 
know that every patient room you go into has 
the potential to be an undiagnosed COVID-19 
patient,” said Howerter, ER physician director 
at Columbus Community Hospital. 

Those feelings have been the norm since the 
coronavirus outbreak began. It is not because 
of lack of planning or preparation at CCH but 
because this is a novel coronavirus.

Howerter, who has been in practice for 32 
years and has spent the last 15 at CCH, 
speaks highly of the work done at the hospital 
to be ready for the pandemic.

“I could not be prouder of how our hospital 
has responded to the pandemic. To say we 
were prepared and with a plan is an under-
statement. We have had great leadership to 
initiate and sustain a very robust response 
to the outbreak. We had contingency plans 
that thankfully we probably will not have to 
deploy, but it’s always better to over prepare 
and not be caught short and end up in panic 
mode,” he said.

CCH, he said, was second-to-none in the region 
with respect to how it has responded to the 
pandemic. He thinks the preparedness and 
messages to the community played a role in a 
very low mortality rate in the area.

As a medical director, Howerter has also 
planned. That includes how to handle a  
potential surge of very sick patients and how to 
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keep the emergency department and hospital 
staff safe during the pandemic.

“This has taken a lot of time, communi-
cation and preparation. As this largely 
unknown disease approached us, there has 
been continuous adjustments as to how we 
should proceed,” Howerter said.

The biggest challenge for him has been  
evaluating and caring for patients without a 
full understanding of the disease.

“Normally we have direct knowledge or 
resources that give us good roadmaps to 
follow or at least a lattice from which to 
make sound decisions. With COVID-19, 
we are all reading as much information as 
we can with very few useful studies and a 
lot of anecdotal information. It has been 
very much a moving target as far as trying 
to figure what best practices should be,” 
Howerter said.

Even though a lot is still unknown, he thinks 
the coronavirus pandemic will have a long-
term impact on how health care is delivered.

“The thing that the health care community 
has learned is just how quickly an infectious 
pandemic can spread and how overwhelming 
the potential can be. Preparedness in the fu-
ture should vastly improve nationwide. Having 
ample PPE stockpiled will become a priority. 
I suspect we will see more negative-pressure 
units going forward. The idea of respiratory 
evaluation points outside of the hospital will 
become more formalized in some areas. This 
illness is not going away. Hopefully a good 
vaccine will be available,” he said.

As the outbreak has lingered, Howerter said 
getting away from the constant rumination 
over the pandemic and potential risks to self, 
family and friends is essential. He finds time 
to unwind by going outdoors and landscap-
ing. The landscape redesign is mostly due to 
recent additions to his family – three puppies, 

which have also served as great ways to get his 
mind off of COVID-19.

Like others, the pandemic has thrown a 
wrench into some of his plans. His family has 
stopped weekly Sunday gatherings. One of his 
daughters missed out on several senior-year 
activities like prom and graduation. Another 
daughter had to postpone a May wedding until 
September.

“Everyone, not just my family, has had to 
make concessions to this virus,” Howerter 
said.

Though there have been sacrifices, he doesn’t 
have to look far to see rewards that have come 
to the forefront during this challenging time. 
The cooperative, unified effort by everyone in 
the medical community has been gratifying to 
see, Howerter said. That includes all depart-
ments at CCH, from administration and medi-
cal staff to social services and housekeeping.

“Once the pandemic has come to a close and 
there are just sporadic cases of COVID-19, 
we will be able to see pretty clearly who did 
it right and who could have done better. I am 
confident that we will all be proud of how 
we went about it here. I also think that the 
experience gained institutionally and per-
sonally from each health care worker will be 
invaluable if we ever see another pandemic 
in our collective careers,” he said.
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