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Hidalgo County Commissioners Court approves new measures to
fight COVID-19 that may result in short-term spike in numbers of
newly reported cases
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EDINBURG – The Hidalgo County Commissioners Court approved several

measures Tuesday to supplement staffing needs by the Hidalgo County Health
and Human Services Department in its fight against the COVID-19 virus. Eddie
Olivarez, who heads the Health Department, expressed gratitude for the
court’s action, but warned that this is likely to result in a short-term increase
in the number of reported positive cases.
“This expected jump in the number of reported cases only means that, with the
help of Commissioners Court, our department will become more efficient at
reporting new cases. It does not mean that the rate of infection is suddenly
growing,” Olivarez said.

Olivarez explained that local, state and federal protocol requires his staff to
follow several specific steps when a positive case of the pandemic is reported
to them. This includes inputting information about the patient; securing legal
isolation orders for the patient; and fulfilling all state and federal protocol for
positive cases.
“Multiply this process by hundreds of new cases each day and there is
physically not enough time each day to input all of these cases,” Olivarez
explained. “This results in a backlog of cases that need input into our system
and, ultimately, reported publicly.”

To meet that growing backlog, the Health department has secured help from
other county departments as well as gotten permission to hire additional
temporary staff. But after five months of battling the pandemic, the structure
to support the staff is reaching its limits.
Hidalgo County, for example, has access to a finite number of available email
addresses -- just like any other public or private organization with its own
email. A county email address is essential to allowing people to enter the
Health Department’s databases and ensure it fulfills all state and federal
privacy laws. Commissioners Court on Tuesday approved the acquisition of
additional email addresses.
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These measures were enacted to increase the efficiency of the Health
Department and its reporting mechanism, and will begin to chip away at the
backlog of cases that need to be input into the system. But the short-term effect
is expected to be a bump in the number of new reported cases. “That’s a good
thing because it means we are moving toward having the most current
information as possible,” Olivarez said. But he cautioned that any short-term
bump in the number of newly reported cases should not be interpreted as a
rise in the rate that this virus is being spread.
“As we look ahead, we can see several factors that may affect the rate of
infection -- Labor Day weekend and how area schools choose to open,”
Olivarez said. “But increasing our efficiency in reporting new cases are not
among those factors.”
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