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Greenville, ME - I saw this number shortly after I awoke this morning.  It was prominently displayed on the first story of online news I saw on my phone.  The number, 2239, was how many Americans died yesterday due to the coronavirus, Covid-19.  My problem is that I have no idea how to interpret this number.
2239 was based on data generated by someone, or some group, at Johns Hopkins University (JHU) in Baltimore from statistics compiled from each state on the number of deaths due to the virus the previous day.  The JHU number does not coincide with that determined by the Center for Disease Control (CDC) in Atlanta, which was 2180 new deaths, although the difference is probably statistically insignificant.   What is unclear is how individual states, or even individual physicians, determine the cause of death due to Covid-19.  Apparently there is considerable leeway in making this call.  In some states, even if the person has had a very serious underlying condition and has exhibited no overt symptoms of the virus, but has had a positive Covid-19 test result, the death must be listed as due to the virus.  Other states, and even localities, have different criteria.  
This lack of uniformity in both number of deaths and number of new cases has policy implications because governmental relaxation of the imposed Covid-19 stay-at-home and other restrictive measures will not take place in most states until there is a decreasing trend of “new cases.”  This number has hovered around 30,000 nationally for the past month, but is possibly misleading because of the dramatically increased amount of Covid-19 testing which has become available during the past several weeks.  In short, we have very detailed state-by-state, even county-by-county, data on the CDC website , but it is difficult to evaluate because the amount of testing is steadily increasing. 
This “moving target” of data has been a vexing challenge for government officials making decisions on when, and how much, to ease the restrictions which they have imposed on their fellow citizens.  Balancing the conflicting goals of attempting to limit the spread of the disease versus opening up economic activity to avoid an economic  depression has created a political maelstrom.  Those governors who have opted to open up their states more aggressively have been lambasted by many who charge that these actions are putting millions at unnecessary risk, while governors who resist easing restrictions are criticized for generating economic collapse.  
I do not know how to resolve this conflict, but what is certain is that those who argue that restrictions must remain in effect to avoid any further virus-related deaths are imposing an irresponsibly high benchmark.  Determining how to balance the two competing claims cannot avoid the fact that every government makes decisions daily on safety vs death.  For example, for the past five years the number of vehicle fatalities in the U.S. has consistently hovered around 36,000.  Still we allow individuals to drive, albeit with rules on speed, sobriety, seatbelts, etc.  Obviously we could eliminate all vehicle deaths by  governors outlawing the use of vehicles for any reason.  Yet we do not, because there would be nearly immediate, and drastic, economic consequences.  In other words, even though no actual figure is promulgated, we do establish a price-for-death trade off.  The same goes for the use of electricity in homes and businesses.   Every year approximately 1000 Americans are electrocuted, yet no one would consider eliminating the benefits, both socially and economically, of electricity.  We routinely make these types of trade offs.   
My point is that although we do not have to make specific calculations, policy makers must consider both sides of the Covid-19 calculation.  Sooner rather than later, governors  are going to have to accept the inevitable criticism that they are “condemning their citizens to death” and re-open the closed economic engines of their states.  Otherwise, it may be lights-out for everyone.
I thought you might like to know.
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