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The past spring and the current summer have been rife with uncertainty. 

Many of us have lost our jobs, had to quickly relocate from dorms to our 

parents’ homes, or had to make major scheduling changes for jobs moving 

to remote operation and children now schooling at home. And still, in the 

midst of these stressful and rapid changes, we’ve had to maintain vigilance 

in protecting ourselves and loved ones from contracting and spreading 

coronavirus—largely because of a government that has proved itself 

unconscionably inadequate in its response. 
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In addition to the virus and personal upheavals it has caused, our 

country has seen widespread civil unrest in response to the unjust 

slayings of Black people like George Floyd and Breonna Taylor 

by oppressive police forces. Just as these police murders find 

their roots in racism, so does the virus’s disproportionate 

infection rate in the Black community and other communities of 

color (namely, Latinx). According to recent data revealed by the 

New York Times, Black and Latinx people are 3x as likely to be 

infected as their white counterparts. This is mostly because more 

Black and brown people are ‘essential workers’—a misnomer that 

really means most expendable—in addition to the disparities 

already present in our healthcare system. This same data also 

provided much awaited information about the Native American 

community who were also more likely to be infected than white 

people. 

 

Continued on next page 

For more information or to donate, visit 
us at: https://www.the-mhi.org/ 

 

For real-time updates check out 
our social media pages as well! 
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“The Age of COVID-19” Cont’d. 

According to the New York Times, the cases in Florida continue to rise. As of right now, we are at 

approximately 254,000 cases in Florida. Based on data sourced from the Florida Department of 

Health and compiled by our Data Team at MHI, as of July 11th in Manatee and Sarasota counties 

(respectively) there are 4,600 and 2,603 cases. These are truly scary numbers. 

We urge everyone to take the free Johns Hopkins Contact Tracing Course online. It provides 

invaluable information about the science of COVID-19. 

In these circumstances, community building is at its most important. Ideally, this effort would be 

borne mostly by the government and only partially by community services, but these aren’t ideal or 

normal circumstances. In fact, they are the diametric opposite: we are relying more on community 

building and resources, in individual faith in each other more than the government. That’s where the 

MHI comes in. As a community resource and organization, our goal is to ensure that we are a source 

through which people can find out everything they need to be safe and to provide necessary 

materials to do so. We must have each other’s best interest at heart. We must look out for each 

other. We must protect each other. Stay as safe and as healthy as you can… and, oh, wear a mask. 

—Prince Quamina 
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MHI Appearances 

In continued efforts to inform about the virus and about the racial disparities being 

exposed, MHI has had many media appearances including: 

• Dr. Washington Hill, MHI Board Member and maternal-fetal specialist at Sarasota Memorial 

Hospital (SMH), was interviewed about the effects of COVID-19 on pregnancy and wrote a 

guest editorial about racial disparities in healthcare (as exposed by the pandemic), both in the 

Sarasota Herald-Tribune. 

• Dr. Lisa Merritt appeared on ABC 7/WWSB’s Empowering Voices on March 22nd and 29th to 

discuss COVID-19. Click the screencap below watch one of her appearances explaining how 

frontline workers, first responders, and those with pre-existing conditions can monitor their 

health. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
• Dr. Merritt also co-wrote a guest editorial with Dr. Janet Taylor, a psychiatrist at  Centerstone 

in Bradenton, in the Herald-Tribune about health disparities and how to fight COVID-19 in the 

Sarasota-Bradenton area. 

• Dr. Merritt has also appeared on WSLR both on her segment “Ask Dr. Lisa” and as a guest on 

their podcast. Here is the most recent “Ask Dr. Lisa.” 

• Dr. Merritt was a guest on The Ringling’s ARTChat hosted by Ringling educator Laura Steefel-

Moore, discussing the provocative piece, “Just Do It” by artist Vanessa German. You can 

listen to that here. 

• Dr. Merritt and JoOni J-Abnar, Director of Health Equity for MHI, were interviewed by WWSB 

on the efforts of MHI’s Safekeepers. You can read that here. Dr. Merritt also appeared earlier 

this year to speak about the importance of using masks here. 

 
All underlined texts are clickable links. In the event that the click-through links don’t work, the last page of 

this document is a link index  
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MHI Events and Work 

MHI has been a part of creating the Sarasota Community Action COVID Dashboard. The dashboard 

has all sorts of information about the virus, from specific community needs of Sarasota and Manatee 

counties to general protective measures against it from the CDC and WHO. The dashboard includes 

information in English and Spanish and will soon feature information in Kreyol/Creole. Check it out 

by clicking the link! 

 
Other events and efforts by the MHI to protect and inform about the virus are included below: 

 

 

 

 

MHI Mask Brigade 
Barbara Solomon, VISTA Program Director at MHI, shares a 

few words about the Mask Brigade: 
 We have been fortunate to have a wonderful, generous group 

of ladies—from the SWFL Howard University Alumni Club 
joined by members here in Sarasota (Unitarian Universalist 

Church members)—who are excellent sewers and have 
enthusiastically embraced the sewing of face masks for 

healthcare workers on the front lines of the pandemic, high at-
risk people in the community who are in need of protective face 

masks and other high risk individuals in various states in our 
country. 

To date, 5,500 face masks (both hand- and factory made) have 
been shipped/distributed. 

According to these ladies, this gives them something 
constructive to do to help others in these trying times. We have 
also been fortunate that community organizations have stepped 
up to help us with funds for materials and shipping costs for this 
ongoing project. Our influx of supplies is due to the generous 
$5000 grant from Gulf Coast Community Foundation and the 
Charles & Margery Barancik Foundation Special COVID -19 

fund. The Boxser Diversity Initiative was also an early supporter 
of the MHI Mask Brigade. 
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MHI Events and Work Cont’d. 

 

Juneteenth has long been an important day for the African American community—this year being no 

different. This year, Juneteenth came at a time unlike any other. Not only was the pandemic on everyone's 

minds, but so were the issues of racism, health disparities, and police violence. At the Juneteenth celebration, 

MHI wanted to help. We handed out over 80 masks to attendees, conducted health surveys, and screened 

blood oxygen levels to determine if patients may be experiencing COVID-19 symptoms. The impact was 

almost immediate. While few wore masks when the event started, by the end of the event, more than half of 

the attendees were masked up. However, one shining disparity we saw was the difference in perceptions of 

risk and information between attendees. Some were well-versed on testing sites and symptoms, while others 

had no idea that they could get a free COVID-19 test 5 minutes away from the event. I learned how important 

it is to have a unified response to this epidemic. We need one message, and it needs to be led by experts. 

More mask-wearing, more government support for citizens, and an end to re-opening and going out. With 

none of those things being promoted by our leaders, it’s up to organizations like MHI to help protect our 

communities. We have to take it day by day. As Dr. Merritt says, “onward.” 

 

 

 

 

 

MHI Events and Work Cont’d.   

MHI joined Newtown’s 

Juneteenth celebration with 

organizers in order to distribute 

masks and spread health 

awareness. MHI Scholar Ormond 

Derrick (pictured, third from right) 

shares about his experience at the 

event below. 

Juneteenth Tabling 

 

• The MHI hosts weekly community coalition Zoom calls to discuss strategies in sharing 
information about the virus such as potential/breaking treatments, statistics, ongoing 
community efforts, needs, and looking to potential next steps. 

• MHI also assists dissemination of virus info directly to people by sharing resources (masks 
and other PPE, printed material) with community-based organizations to distribute at events 
and certain locations (ethnic restaurants, barber shops/beauty salons, funeral homes, etc.) 

• Many MHI Scholars are ambassadors supporting several community organizations. 

• The MHI has co-facilitated a Public Health curriculum at New College with the help of Drs. 
Mecca Zabriskie and Kristopher Fennie throughout summer break. We thank them for 
sacrificing their time off. 

• Launched the Safekeepers Program: Safekeepers are an on-the-ground intervention team in 
the Sarasota-Manatee area sharing information and PPE with vulnerable communities and 
businesses within them. 

O
TH

ER EVEN
TS 
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O
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MHI Events and Work Cont’d. 

Presentations 

• On June 20th, Dr Merritt and Elizabeth Ramsamooj co-presented on the Cobb 

Institute webinar, “COVID-19: An Uninvited Guest in Our Community." Dr. 

Merritt presented “Community Assessment Prevention & Intervention Strategies 

from March - June 2020.” Elizabeth provided personal insight from the youth 

perspective as well as from an outreach survey conducted by fellow scholars. The 

survey assessed how people understand COVID-19 and their own cautionary 

measures. This collaboration continues the great and necessary conversation 

around the virus. —E.R. 
 

• Dr. Merritt and MHI Scholar Charlie Leavengood presented at the SMH 

Bioethics Committee Webinar: 
MHI was invited to present at the Sarasota Memorial Hospital Bioethics committee on June 25th. Dr. 

Merritt and Charlie Leavengood gave a presentation about the importance of acknowledging implicit 

bias in medical care. Using information researched by the scholars, they shared historical evidence 

about disparities in care during natural disasters and health crises such as Hurricane Katrina and the 

1918 Influenza Pandemic.  MHI raised awareness of how resources, care, and prioritization of care 

have not been given equally in the past and present. After an introduction on the work MHI is doing, 

the data and demographics of COVID-19, and presentation of relevant literature regarding bioethics 

and racism in the health delivery system, they inquired how Sarasota Memorial Hospital will work to 

acknowledge and ameliorate the effect of historical and current systemic racism in their hospital. 

Other considerations brought to Sarasota Memorial Hospital’s attention included a call for a diversity 

officer and cultural competence and implicit bias training for the predominantly white staff. With 

these questions raised, other ideas from the readings stimulated lively discussion on the significance 

of which framework will determines prioritization for ICU beds, ventilators and aggressive care rather 

than just leaving it up to an individual practitioner to decide. Further discussion needs to be held 

regarding potential lack of objectivity in recognized algorithms that might be influenced by implicit 

bias of the data or programmers creating it. The meeting concluded with MHI making stronger 

connections with Sarasota Memorial Hospital. —C. L. 
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MHI Events and Work Cont’d. 

Recent Events 

 

 

 

  

JoOni J-Abnar and the Safekeepers 

are distributing food, masks, and 

bilingual health navigation 

information throughout Sarasota and 

Manatee counties. 

In July JoOni and the Safekeepers… 

• July 3rd & 10th: Distributed 250 masks and 
shared information on testing and care 
navigation materials at in the Latinx 
community. 

• July 8th: Along with a coalition including the 

Salvation Army donated 300 dinners to 

families, 1,000 masks, and information on 

testing and care navigation materials. 

• July 9th: Fed 500 families, distributed 1,250 

masks, testing information, and care 

navigation materials. This was a part of Rep. 

Newton’s Farm Share free food drive at 

Daughtrey Elementary School which 

included the support of UnidosNow and the 

Gulf Coast Latin Chamber of Commerce. 
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Meet Our Summer Scholars & Staff! 

 

 

 

 

         

 

 

My name is Shana-Kay Brown. 
I am an 18-year-old Junior at the University of South 

Florida studying Psychology. As an MHI Scholar, I work 

on the Social Media team. So far, I have been 

responsible for handling the Twitter account. In 

addition, I have helped to create a survey about the 

virus to gauge the public's awareness and promote the 
Instagram account. Moving forward, I will be working alongside Turning Points, a homelessness 

assistance organization, to continue putting out information to help keep everyone safe. I will also be 

keeping the Twitter account active and help out wherever and however else I can. 

My name is Ormond Derrick. 
This past spring, I graduated from New College of Florida with a 

Bachelor of Arts in Political Science, Global Health, and Spanish. 

During my undergraduate studies, I had the opportunity to undertake 

several public health internships from traveling to Washington D.C. to 

advocate for public health funding to studying HIV/AIDS policies in 

the Yucatán Peninsula. In my final year, I completed my 

undergraduate dissertation using HIV/AIDS data to compare the 

effectiveness of different tropical and Caribbean health systems.  

While graduating in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, I began working as an MHI Scholar, 

assisting the Data Science and Public Health Outreach teams. Among our accomplishments are 

coordinating PPE distribution, translating coronavirus material into Spanish, and bridging the 

information gap that exists in so many of our underserved communities. As a queer Latino person, 

I know firsthand just how urgent and necessary our work is, and I know that working with the MHI 

will save lives and protect our community. 

 

My name is Dachnacia Alcius. 
I am a rising second year at the New College of Florida, majoring in 

Biopsychology. As an MHI Scholar, I work as part of the Social Media 

and Research teams. As part of this team, I created my first survey with 

fellow scholar Shana-Kay Brown. We learned that social media was one 

of the main sources that people find news and updates on the virus. 

This demonstrated to me the importance of social media in this 

pandemic. I look forward to creating more surveys and getting more 

opinions from the public. 
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My name is Olympia Fulcher. 
I’m a third year at New College of Florida, majoring in Computer 

Science. I mostly focus on data privacy and rights. As an MHI 

Scholar, I work as part of the Data Science team. We research into 

the racial disparities of COVID-19, and we will continue to fight to 

get racial data at all state testing sites. We are also looking into the 

medical examiner’s data that was recently released. We hope that 

reviewing this data can give us some clues as to the most common 

and most deadly co-morbid conditions, including strokes, high 

blood pressure, and diabetes. We will continue to support the 

other MHI scholars & community partners in fighting this epidemic. 

My name is Charlie Leavengood. 
I have been a part of MHI since late May on the Public Outreach and 
Research Teams. I am a rising fourth year at New College of Florida 
studying Environmental Studies and Social Sciences. One of my main 
tasks is creating an agenda of current events that highlights 
state/national COVID-19 cases, vaccine research, and information on 
communities facing multiple health disparities for our weekly 
community meetings. I also have been helping to create notes and file 
information about emerging news and journal articles on public health 
disparities and bioethical considerations for Sarasota Memorial 
Hospital. I am also part of the MHI scholars' connections with 
community groups to make sure they are connected to the Dashboard. 
 

JoOni J-Abnar 

JoOni is the Project 

Director of Health 

Equity for MHI and is 

currently coordinating 

MHI’s Safekeepers in 

Manatee and Sarasota 

Counties. 

Additional Team Members 

Helen DeBerri is a part of the Social 

Media, Public Outreach, and 

Administrative Teams. 

Lillee Izadi is a part of the Public 

Health and Outreach, Research Teams. 

Alia Quadir is part of the Data 

Science Team. 
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My name is Elizabeth Ramsamooj. 
I graduated this Spring from New College of Florida 

with a Bachelor of Arts in Sociology. Throughout my 

undergraduate career, I have actively engaged in 

research at the intersection of my biological and 

sociological interest to address disparities in public 

health issues, seeking solutions to create a more just 

system. These pursuits led me to conduct a year-long 

honors thesis investigating how access to healthy food 
 choices varies between local consumer food environments with varying median household incomes. In 

partnership with Dr. Merritt and as a Florida Alliance Scholar, I am continuing research on the impacts of COVID-

19 on food security. As an MHI Scholar, I lead as an administrator and on the Public Health Outreach team. We 

are diligently working with organizations and leaders to provide support during these times for the health of our 

community. I will be joining the Multicultural Health Institute team in August as an AmeriCorps VISTA. I look 

forward to continuing this necessary work for continued and impactful change. 

My name is Prince Quamina. 
I’m a recent Literature graduate of New College of Florida. 

During my undergraduate career, I’ve worked mostly with 

creative and lifestyle magazines, but working with MHI is giving 

me a chance to expand the types of writing and content I create. 

I work on MHI’s Social Media team, consulting with my team 

members on the best ways to spread word about COVID-19 as 

well as working on this newsletter. As someone that believes in 

the importance of accessible information, I know that being a 

part of the dissemination of accurate information about the virus 

will help so many protect themselves and their loved ones. 

My name is Mar Werner-Hernandez. 
I will be attending University of Florida in the fall and plan on studying 

Biopsychology and Computer Science. As an MHI Scholar, I lead the 

Social Media Team. In this position, I help both MHI and community 

organizations combat COVID-19 by informing the public about the 

disease and good health practices. Using MHI’s social media to reach a 

wider audience online allows more people to be informed about COVID-

19 and how it can be combatted. I also upload much more detailed 

information about COVID-19 to the MHI website. 
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Link Index 

• Socials 

o Twitter: https://twitter.com/1MHI_Team 

o Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/mhi_youth/ 

o Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Multicultural.Health.Institute.MHI/ 

• Johns Hopkins Contact Tracing Course: https://www.coursera.org/learn/covid-19-contact-

tracing?edocomorp=covid-19-contact-tracing 

• Dr. Hill 

o Interview: https://www.heraldtribune.com/news/20200328/coronavirus-florida-sarasota-

doctor-answers-questions-about-pregnancy-and-covid-19 

o Guest Editorial: https://www.heraldtribune.com/opinion/20200616/guest-editorial-act-

locally-to-demand-health-care-equity-in-

sarasota?fbclid=IwAR0ms04Os7z951ocSEis619Yq-

gouLtZk9slDC3exSQUXTkzbUjq4CYpbaY 

• Dr. Merritt 

o ABC 7/WWSB Video Interview: https://www.mysuncoast.com/video/2020/03/29/doctor-

demonstrates-monitoring-devices-that-signal-covid-troubles/ 

o Guest Editorial (with Dr. Taylor): https://www.heraldtribune.com/news/20200416/guest-

editorial-where-covid-19-strikes-hardest-do-more 

o “Ask Dr. Lisa”: https://www.facebook.com/wslr965/videos/568116410569672/ 

o ARTChat (with Laura Steefel-Moore): 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=sLpVt5STyU8&feature=emb_log

o 

o ABC 7/WWSB Interviews 

§ (with JoOni J-Abnar): https://www.mysuncoast.com/2020/07/10/local-hospitals-

helping-minority-low-income-communities-get-masks-resources-prevent-covid-

infection/ 

§ Solo: https://www.mysuncoast.com/2020/03/23/suncoast-residents-making-

masks-home-help-shortage-during-pandemic/ 

• Sarasota Community Action COVID-19 Dashboard: 

https://resiliencesystem.org/dashboards/sarasota-county/ 


