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Will Desvallees  00:03 

Hi I’m William Desvallees and I'm here today with Joshua Swift, The Forsyth County Public Health 

Director. Thank you very much for taking the time to speak with us speak with me today. The date is 

July 23, 2020. So first I just wanted to ask a little bit about your, how you got to where you are today if 

you'd be able to tell me about your career path and briefly and what you do now. Okay. 

 

Joshua Swift  00:42 

Okay. All right. We also banned the health director here in Forsyth County since November 2018. I'm 

originally from North Carolina I grew up about an hour away from Winston Salem outside of a 

community karaoke and but I was Sort of my public health background. I've been in public health for 15 

years. I started out in health education. I got my undergrad degree at Appalachian State. My wife and I 

met there and Appalachian we got married. We moved to South Carolina where I did my Master's of 

Public Health at the University of South Carolina, Carolina, if you're in South Carolina, and so after I got 

out of Carolina, I went into health education. So I thought I was a health education supervisor in Iredale 

County, which is statesville and then I was in Wilkes County. And I was blessed to do the same thing 

there and then after just being in for about three years, I became a health director in Stokes county 

which is near Winston Salem. It's we're hanging rock State Park is so did that for two and a half years, 

became a deputy health director in a much bigger health department in Wilmington. So went to New 

Hanover County, which is Wilmington, North Carolina on the beach, stayed there for six years and then 

became a health director in Caldwell County, which is between hickory and Boone did that for just a 

little over a year when this awesome opportunity came up closer to home on the largest, we're the 

fourth largest county in the state. So wanted to be closer to home more opportunities. We have 250 

staff and just plowed forward and had been here since November 2018. So that's a little bit of the 

history I've always been drawn to public health is from seeing how healthcare has you know, affected 

family had a mother that died 69 committing to diabetes, congestive heart failure and so if so seen how 

poor health outcomes can affect individuals, and then just how the way communities built the 
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environment and not just the clean air and clean water but just access to health care, healthy food, 

stressors in your environment, how that affects the health of the community. 

 

Will Desvallees  02:57 

Yeah, certainly. Um and Regarding regarding the community, one of one of the things I've seen is that 

13% of the demographic is Hispanic. In Forsyth County, but they're representing well over 60%, even 

perhaps 65% of COVID-19 cases. Would you be able to speak on that a little bit? 

 

Joshua Swift  03:26 

Yeah. So I think you're absolutely correct. I mean that that number has went down some as just our 

number of cases, but it's still 55 to 60% of the cases. You said 13% of our community is Hispanic. I 

haven't looked at the numbers lately, obviously, not as precise but a lot of areas are concerned that's 

underreported but still disproportionately affecting COVID-19 has disproportionately affected our 

expanding population. And I think a lot of it ties directly to the fact that In March, April, May we were on 

the stay at home orders. And a lot of people were able to work from home, they were able to telework. 

Well, unfortunately, a lot of the jobs that our Hispanic community feels, you can't do that. necessarily 

dependent on your work also, with some members of our Hispanic communities, multi generational 

housing, so you have kids and mom and dad and grandparents. And so as we've seen eight to 10 

people in a home that may have normally we would say, four to five people. So if someone gets 

COVID-19, it's hard to isolate them. They maybe you're sharing one bathroom, so there's lots of things 

there that have really affected the Hispanic community more severely. 

 

Will Desvallees  04:51 

And in regards to Forsyth County, what are some of specific some of the specific challenges that 

maybe Forsyth County is facing more, more than other counties in North Carolina in regards to COVID-

19? 

 

Joshua Swift  05:11 

 Well, I think we have a lot of health disparities in our community that we're we had them before 

COVID-19 is, and COVID-19 makes it more apparent. We have in Winston Salem Forsyth County, just 

a divide between especially 52 on the east side of 52 east west and is primarily Hispanic and African 

American. And but there's a lack of resources in that community, even before COVID-19 a lack of 

health care facilities a lack of healthy foods available through grocery stores or healthy restaurants. So 

it's just a lack of access to transportation. So we've seen that affect the community, this lack of access, 

and that came up with lack of access to testing so we have in the last six weeks started providing 

testing in special areas in the community and working with our partners Novato at Wake Forest Baptist 

Medical Center to try to offer more testing in those areas that need it most. 

 

Will Desvallees  06:13 

Yeah, that's awesome. And I saw that too, that there were some testing clinics, some free testing clinics 

that people can attend at certain timeframes during a specific day, which is really great. So, as states 

around the country begin to reopen, and despite and with this recent, you know, surge in cases around 

the country, the numbers in North Carolina, for the most part, have been pretty steady. While they may 

have gone up a little bit. The numbers haven't spiked, like we're seeing in in other states, they've gone 
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up but not to the extent Other states are facing surges. In what ways can Forsyth County or North 

Carolina be the most prepared to move into the fall in terms of reopening but reopening safely? 

 

Joshua Swift  07:23 

Well, I think we just have to be very, very cautious as we reopen. I think it's not a on off switch. It's kind 

of a dimmer switch that you have to slowly turn the lights back on. I think compared to other states in 

the south east, the fact that our state was one of the first in the southeast to go to do the stay at home 

orders. And is also now you know, we're still in phase two. So we've been other states reopened rather 

quickly. They saw an uptick in cases. So I think being slow and strategic and I think sometimes Things 

are going to be very tough. I mean, my concerns in the fall are I went on sale for South County Schools 

have decided for K 12 public schools to wait nine weeks before reopening to wait before they open 

schools, the colleges. I mean, we're in constant communication with the colleges and universities in 

Forsyth County. And I know that you're going to be starting in the fall with lots of precautions. Do you 

have some concerns there have concerns about athletics, in this large events in general concerts, 

festivals, and things like that, that usually occur in the fall. And I don't know if we're going to be able to 

have those at all, but and if they are allowed, you're seeing like with major sporting events across the 

nation where they're doing that they're gonna start trying to do it without fans. Well, it's kind of hard to 

have a concert without fans without so or a festival. So, you know, what are they going to be able to 

do? And then, you know, large events, especially in class Advance inside like the L JVM Coliseum? 

You know, it's gonna be different. It's gonna be different if it is gonna happen at all. 

 

Will Desvallees  09:09 

Yeah certainly. And in regards to the local universities in Forsyth County, so Winston Salem State and 

Wake Forest and in the past, I mean, I've seen Wake Forest sort of follow what public health officials 

are doing. I'm curious to see what they do here and and I completely understand and share your 

concern with that reopening. And, um, that is definitely something that I think is on a lot of people's 

minds because this blended pathway, this sort of blended pathway where we're we're trying to figure 

out how we can still have in person classes but not in the same level.  

 

Joshua Swift  10:07 

It's concerning, but it's definitely concerning. And there's a lot of uncertainty about around that. And I'm 

most concerned, obviously, I mean, you're a college student, and I know that one in Forsyth County, 

across the nation, we're seeing a large amount of individuals that are younger that have COVID-19. But 

we're not seeing the complications in the younger population. So like with the schools, I'm not so much 

worried about juniors and seniors in college as the professors. Yeah. And the people in the Student 

Union, you know, the staff that are around that's in the same with the hot end the high schools and 

middle schools, maybe not so much the students but what about the staff that are there? So it's, um, 

that's a tough one. And yeah, that's just the tough one about this and has We try to reopen how to do it. 

And you're seeing different things from different colleges to across the nation. That's been you know, 

I've been in contact with the athletic director at Wake Forest with the each college has an emergency 

preparedness coordinator. A lot of people don't realize that but I've been in contact with that person that 

way. Winston Salem State, the other colleges like Forsyth Tech Piedmont international Salem college, 

UNC School of the Arts. And each college has a different, obviously different size. You know, there's a 

big difference between Forsyth Tech where you don't have resonance, which has but has a huge 
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number of students 20,000 plus coming from all other outside counties versus wake in Winston Salem 

State which have about 5000 each but you have residents, so it's and you have international students 

at both schools, that poses concerned with students coming from different parts of the world, different 

parts of the US. That was a big concern at when students went home. I don't know where you're from 

we'll if you're a North Carolinian but 

 

Will Desvallees  12:08 

in New York, I'm from New York. 

 

Joshua Swift  12:09 

Okay. Well, so you from New Lockhart, upstate New York? 

 

Will Desvallees  12:12 

Westchester Westchester County, which is, which is roughly 30 minutes north of 30. minute. No. 30 

minutes north of New York City.  

 

12:23 

good. Stop. Yes. Very so. Okay. But just, you know, that was an issue. And maybe you had that was an 

issue for you when students were told to go home. I don't know. Maybe you're at home now in New 

York right nowor? Yeah. But going back, yes. sending students so some colleges had difficulties here 

sending students maybe they were from China. Right. And they couldn't hear back. or Italy. 

 

Will Desvallees  12:51 

Yeah, certainly. And there's definitely that concern too, that if students come back, that international 

students specifically could be trapped here. There's, in fact the in terms of the whole, the whole housing 

situation is being dealt with right now. And, and they're trying to create accommodations in the case 

that I think international students wouldn't be stuck here. If things worsen over winter break. And so, in 

terms of in terms of sort of resources and the response in Forsyth County, I know I spoke with Dr. Blake 

Briggs, who was an ER, ER doctor. He just changed positions but was there at Wake Forest Baptist 

Health up until June 30. Since the beginning of the pandemic, finishing his residency, and one of the 

things he told me was that they were actually they felt very fortunate. Yet, they still had, for example, 

one of the her issues was that they had to ration their mass every eight hours, which, in hindsight, isn't 

close to as bad as what we saw in New York City. I guess what have been some of the issues in terms 

of acquiring resources? And what role does just the state governments of North Carolina or the federal 

government play in that in terms of helping Forsyth County get what it get what it needs? 

 

Joshua Swift  14:41 

So every state handles public health a little bit different. In Virginia and South Carolina, public health 

employees at the local level, like Forsyth County are state employees. So it's straight line here in North 

Carolina. We're decentralized so I am a facade county employee, but I fall under one, the state statutes 

for what a health director qualifications and what I can or cannot do. And if we fall under guidance and 

receive funding from the state, and that's coming also then from the feds. So it all flows down. But I'm a 

Forsyth County employee but fallen under state statutes and guidance as far as mandated services that 

we provide, and then our response to this. So so that just the way it's set up that can have some 
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challenges. So you know, I'm kind of in between what county officials are asking and what the state is 

mandating and saying we can do what's coming down from the feds, but some of the challenges were 

with a lot of all over the nation, you know, challenges with getting PPE’s personal protective equipment. 

So that's the masks that's in 95 mass, which are for more the medical professionals. That's the cloth 

face mask. That gloves, hand sanitizer disinfectants, and then you know that since this is so new auto 

people, we forget that this just started. You know, we had our first two cases March 12. In Forsyth 

County. So literally four and a half, not quite four and a half months ago. And, you know, early on, you 

know, even the Surgeon General and Dr. Fauci. Were saying, you know, you don't need a mask, you 

don't need a face covering. And now, obviously science is changing. And we're seeing how that those 

recommendations are changing. A thing that's crazy, and you don't even remember because you were 

too young. But 12 years ago, in 2011 years ago, in 2009, there was the h1 in one pandemic, and it was 

literally a pandemic. Millions of people got it. Thousands of people died. But you didn't have the social 

media pressure and you know, now in this day and age, we can always go back and forth and People 

can see something maybe I said, or something someone else said three months ago and be like, well, 

you said this, and it's like, well, you know, obviously, this is evolving and changing, but I think all of us 

have had those issues. Another thing with the hospitals, you know, we thought that the hospitals would 

be overrun, just like New York was over run. And I think some of the proactive steps that we took of 

people staying at home, it kind of minimize that impact. But the thing is those people that have a 

conspiracy theorists are like, well, it was bad, as bad as you thought it was gonna be. Well, maybe it 

wasn't as bad because we took those steps. And so you know, we can't go back in time and not do 

something and see how it affects things. You know, who knows what would have happened if we hadn't 

had the stay at home or in North Carolina in Forsyth County. could have been much worse. 

 

Will Desvallees  18:00 

Certainly, and yeah, no, that's another thing that I had seen was that there's part of the federal funding 

plan and I'm forgetting the name of it, but it requires for a specific county to have over 500,000 

residents. And, um, and I know Forsyth County actually fall just short of that. I had spoken I've spoken 

about it with our team and I was just it seems it seems a little bit short sighted to discount a county just 

because it falls short of that number and was wondering what it what that funding would do for Forsyth 

County if they were able to acquire it? 

 

Joshua Swift  18:56 

Well, one, you're right. I mean, we Guilford County next door. We have Approximately 380,000 people 

deal for maybe has 550,000 the exact number, but just because they fail above the 500,000 threshold, I 

think you know, where we maybe gotten as a county, 6 or 8 million. I got like 90 million. Yeah, 

proportionally is way off. So yes, if we had that, I think you know, a lot of things that we could do is like 

our school system, when the school in when and if the K 12 school system opens up, what they would 

like to do is have they need screeners to screen children's, the screen staff to make sure they're not 

sick. Well, they've asked us, they came to me and said, Hey, we need 100 staff from the health 

department. I was like, there's no way I don't have 100 extra staff to do that. But I've heard that in 

Guilford, they're able to do that, but they're able to contract out and by, you know, by temporary staff 

that can provide that. So I think if obviously if we had much, much, much more money, that would help 

with You know, buy more mass for the public to give out offering we can offer even more testing, we 

could offer more education. So, you know, I don't you know, we could do more we could have more 
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staff out there doing preventive education, not just about the testing, but just encouraging individuals to 

do the right thing where the man the three W's, wearing the mask waiting six feet apart, washing your 

hands. So I think those are some things we could do if we had an extra funds. 

 

Will Desvallees  20:33 

Yeah, certainly. And that's that number you just gave between Guilford and, and foresight from the 

federal funding that's that is disproportion very disproportionate. So I was just gonna ask, the last thing 

is if there any, anything I have an acid that you would like to comment On or anything that I have said 

that I didn't explain correctly or that I may be explained wrong?  

 

Joshua Swift  21:12 

no, I think you've done a good job I think I mean, I'm looking over some of the questions you see it you 

know, what do you think about making mass mandatory obviously they're already mandatory. I wish 

that had been done sooner. I think a big thing that the public doesn't understand about the mask is if 

me and you are in the same room, I'm wearing a mask I protect you, you're wearing a mask protects 

me. So if we're both wearing a mask, we're protecting each other. And this gets into such a political 

issue. I believe and I hate to see that where and I've seen it and friends and family that just don't want 

to wear masks because you wear a mask. That means you must think or vote this way or think or I 

mean, it's it's the to help people to help your fellow man, your neighbor So I wish people would 

obviously get over that. you'd asked about doctors and dentists appointments, I think and I just went to 

the dentist about a month ago. And I think the thing I would tell people is like for myself, I went to the 

dentist, but I wore my mask which they asked me to. But instead of waiting in the waiting room, I just 

stayed outside and had them say hey, give me you know, we all got cell phones say hey, give me a call 

when it's my time to come. And they call me text me or something. I waited outside 10 minutes, you 

know, put my bass own went in. Obviously, you can imagine, you know, you know, wash my hands 

taking precautions. I know for myself personally. Obviously, we've went to restaurants, but it's odd is 

going to get taken out. I don't really feel comfortable enough inside even with the, you know, most. Now 

they're supposed to limit their capacity, but I'll call him or And go pick it up. I'm really I even think you 

know, outside I see that that can be different because you have airflow but I've been through some 

restaurants and there's is to capacity outside. And like I still don't know how safe that is even if you're 

outside but you're you know, you're still packed in there so close. But I think it's, you know, you ask, 

what's the biggest change I've seen in my job or home life I got I have two kids 13 and nine. So they 

have been out of school. I mean, they came home and we're doing school remotely since March. I think 

that's, you know, it's been tough on them. It's been my wife works from she is in the court system. So 

she was home for a few months working remotely, but is now partial doing both. I think, you know, I feel 

very lucky that I have I've still been coming to work. There's been just a few times I've had to work like 

an afternoon from home, either watch my kids or something came up. But you know, just I think 

sometimes we take it for granted that we have that option. Whereas if I worked on the frontlines at 

whether I'm delivering mail delivering Amazon orders or at a grocery store, or landscape or you know, 

whatever, in a factory where I can't do a zoom call. And I think that's a tough one. And I do feel for also 

those industries that are solely focused on say, the entertainment industry. I think some of them had 

been creative, like I was talking to an industry that does security at ballgames. 

so they like said, you know, they do big sporting events, you know, you have the security sometimes, 

you know, you have officer you have uniformed officers but you still have the security that are the 
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security teams that they hire out at sporting events, concerts, things like that. Well, I've seen where 

some have, they've actually reached out to us, and we're going to use them to do security and traffic 

flow at a testing event. Which I think is pretty cool. So a neat way to repurpose, but still I know there's 

been an impact. I mean, I've even read that the restaurants even when they were still just doing 

takeout. It was hard for them unless you're chick fil a or McDonald's is hard for a sit down restaurant to 

replicate, take out versus a fool. And I've done that too. I've been I waited tables all through college. So 

I know what it's like to wait tables and get tips. And so often I did that in grad school. So it's, I feel for 

those people that have been, you know, very harshly affected. And I think he asked if I could go back in 

time three to four months. What would I tell my past self? Great question. In April, we had literally from 

March the 12th. We had our first two cases. I think by April 12, maybe we had 100 total. And from April 

12 to may 12. We got we went from 100 to about 200. So So I mean, and then we thought that was a 

lot. But from May 12, to June 12, it went from literally like 250. To, we got like a foul. I mean, it is 

skyrocketed. 

So it's probably best that I can't go back in time, because in April, I'd known that in July, we'd be sitting 

on like 4500 cases, it would have probably just overwhelm us. I'm just saying, I'm just having to I guess 

what I'm saying is it's taking it one day at a time. Obviously, we're planning ahead. We're already 

thinking about a year from now. And we have teams planning on how we're going to do vaccine for 

South Hundreds and thousands of people. It probably be an L JVM. That's a pre emptive plans are we 

playing in the past if we had to do mass vaccines, but so you know, we're already thinking about that. 

But also some of it is the daily things that come up and it's having to pace yourself and rely. I have a 

great team here for system Health Directors, 250 staff, the communities come around working with the 

partners. 

 

Will Desvallees  27:31 

And certainly and yeah, no, thank you very much for taking the time today. I really appreciate it. 
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