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We’ve passed the holiday that needs no calendar to mark its arrival. We’ve heard our neighbors celebrate the Fourth of July for days now.
There’s a place where cacophonous fireworks can’t be heard, though: in intensive-care rooms where the sounds are the beeps of monitors and the rhythmic wishh-pump of ventilators.
Independence Day has taken on new meaning, during this summer of the novel coronavirus. Too many people are equating liberty with the “right” to refrain from wearing masks and to gather without restrictions.
They contend that coronavirus-related restrictions impinge on their freedoms of religion and assembly. Some even equate government efforts to reduce the spread of COVID-19 with tyranny.
Since we’re around Independence Day, let’s consider these points of view. After all, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.”
All of us would be happier if we didn’t have to wear masks and could get back to business as usual. We long for the liberty to travel where and how we want, engage in the types of activities we enjoy and spend time with others in relaxed intimacy.
But there’s also an unalienable right to “Life,” without which there is no equality, liberty or pursuit of happiness; no freedom to worship or assemble.
More than 500,000 people worldwide, including 129,000 in the United States, have lost  their unalienable rights because of COVID-19.
Yet people overlook others’ right to life in their pursuit of maskless liberty and happiness on beaches, in bars, at social functions, sporting events, and some worship settings. Their pursuit of personal priorities trumps any concern over the health-risk of others.
Even more dismaying are our leaders at the federal, state and local levels, who can’t unify or even harmonize messages on what should be a common cause. Even worse, they turn efforts to contain this highly infectious, deadly disease into partisan politics.
As a result, this Independence Day finds COVID-case curves soaring like skyrockets in a number of southern and southwestern states. Their ICUs are filling with patients who will hear monitors rather than fireworks. Soon, increasing numbers of them will lose their unalienable right to life.
Here within the Alleghenies, we are beginning to see increases in case numbers as a result of going into green status, the natural temptations we all feel to relax our mask and social distancing disciplines – and a lack of unified political leadership that gives some the excuse to go back to normal behavior and business.

For us, it is not too late to keep our COVID-19 cases under control. But we need to stay disciplined and remain aware of our situation.

The Pennsylvania Health Department has launched a new statistical dashboard called the “COVID-19 Early Warning Monitoring System.” Click on Health.PA.Gov and click on “Coronavirus in Pennsylvania.”

This new dashboard reflects the increasing savvy of scientists and statisticians about more meaningful ways to track the disease and its impact. The dashboard employs a comparative current-week to prior-week approach and measures new cases, incidence rate, test positivity rate, hospitalizations, patients on ventilators and emergency department visits.

We can track the state and any counties we select for all of these metrics and get meaningful numbers that will help us to understand whether our state and communities are trending in the right or wrong directions.

Because the lack of unified leadership, mixed messaging and misguided sense of personal liberty is making this nation’s COVID-19 situation worse, not better, we’re on our own as individuals and businesses to act in ways that preserve everyone’s right to life.
Let’s declare a holiday from politics as usual and self-centered thinking. Let’s declare dependence upon each other – until an effective vaccine brings a real independence day.
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