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Director’s Report for Health Commission Meeting of 
February 21, 2023 

 

A current overview of issues affecting the state of public health in San Francisco 

https://www.dph.org/dph/comupg/aboutdph/insideDept/dirRpts/default.asp 

 

Today, there are over 19193,947 San Francisco residents with confirmed cases of COVID-19. And, 

sadly, a total of 1,153 San Franciscans have died. The San Francisco Department of Public Health 

(DPH) sends our condolences to their loved ones.  

 

 

SAN FRANCISCO TO END COVID-19 PUBLIC HEALTH EMERGENCY DECLARATION 

AND HEALTH ORDERS  

DPH announced that the City’s COVID-19 public health emergency declaration and Health Officer 

Order No. C19-07y, “Safer Return Together”, along with additional health orders, will end on 

February 28 in alignment with the end of California’s COVID-19 State of Emergency. While the 

threat from COVID-19 is not over, as both the virus and the tools to respond to it have evolved over 

the past three years, San Francisco is now in a significantly better position today than at any prior 

time in the pandemic due to the City’s high vaccination and booster rates and the availability of 

effective COVID-19 treatments. 

 

While the San Francisco Health Officer will rescind the Safer Return Together order, the Health 

Officer intends to issue two orders that will affect hospitals, skilled nursing facilities, and other 

healthcare and jail settings. Under the first order, staff in these settings will still be required to wear 

a mask when interacting with patients, clients, or people who are incarcerated. Masking 

requirements for the general public in these settings will end. In addition, masking requirements in 

homeless shelters for both the general public and staff will also end. These changes will go into 

effect on March 1. 

 

Although the Safer Return Together order’s masking requirements will be removed for patients, 

clients, or people who are incarcerated, those who operate these facilities can decide to be more 

restrictive than local health guidelines and may still implement their own requirements. People can 

continue to choose to wear masks around others for added protection and people should respect 

other’s choices around their health. 

 

https://www.sfdph.org/dph/comupg/aboutdph/insideDept/dirRpts/default.asp


 

San Francisco Department of Public Health 
Grant Colfax, MD 
Director of Health 

 
 
 

City and County of San Francisco 
   London N. Breed 

      Mayor 
 

 

2 
 

 

DPH will be monitoring the ongoing national discussions about COVID-19 vaccination schedules 

and will adjust the existing local vaccination requirements once federal and state recommendations 

are made. 

 

San Francisco has led the nation in its response to COVID-19, which would not have been possible 

without the robust vaccination and testing infrastructure put in place by DPH, in partnership with 

community-based organizations and health systems partners throughout the City, as well as the 

participation and cooperation of San Francisco residents. Due to these efforts, San Francisco has one 

of the highest primary vaccination series completion rates in the nation, and with 38% of residents 

receiving the updated bivalent booster, the City continues to be well ahead of state and national 

rates. 

 

It remains important for individuals to be diligent about their health and the health of others as the 

virus is still with us. Please stay home when sick, continue to wash hands and keep well-fitted masks 

such as a N95, KN95 or KF94 on hand. 

 

The federal emergency is also ending on May 11, 2023. DPH encourages eligible residents to seek 

out COVID-19 resources such as at-home tests, treatments for those who test positive, and the 

updated bivalent booster, which are currently free. Information on all these resources can be found at 

sf.gov/covid. 

 

Although the COVID-19 landscape continues to change, our commitment to communities most 

impacted by the virus stands firm. We will continue our vital partnerships with communities to 

ensure that lower barrier COVID-19 resources, such as testing and vaccinations, remain available to 

those most in need even as we shift from an emergency response to long-term recovery. 

 

DPH has, and always will, provide care to those without access to insurance or who have other 

barriers through our strong community partnerships and robust San Francisco Health Network which 

includes neighborhood clinics, as well as Zuckerberg San Francisco General Hospital. 

 

 

DPH ISSUES A HEALTH ALERT ON DANGERS OF XYLAZINE OR “TRANQ” 

The San Francisco Office of the Chief Medical Examiner (OCME) has determined that four 

individuals who had died of drug overdoses had low levels of xylazine in their systems. 

 

Testing overdose descendants who died between mid-December 2022 and mid-January 2023, the 

OCME found, so far, that four individuals who had died of drug overdoses had low levels of 
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xylazine in their systems. OCME, using state grant funding, included xylazine as part of a 2022 re-

testing effort and incorporated it into the existing surveillance program for 2023 and onward. 

 

Xylazine, colloquially known as “Tranq,” is a non-opioid veterinary tranquilizer that is not FDA- 

approved for human use. It is commonly mixed with fentanyl, heroin, and other illicit drugs. 

 

While xylazine has been circulating in the illicit drug supply on the East Coast of the United States 

for several years, DPH and OCME is seeing evidence of its presence in San Francisco for the first 

time. The OCME detected fentanyl in each of the four cases in which xylazine was present. 

Preliminary data from the OCME indicates that fentanyl, the primary driver of the overdose crisis in 

San Francisco, accounted for 72% of all overdose deaths last year. 

 

Xylazine can cause excessive sleepiness and respiratory depression symptoms that appear similar to 

those associated with opioid use, making it difficult distinguish opioid overdoses from xylazine 

exposure. 

 

Xylazine can be smoked, snorted, or injected. It causes severe skin ulcerations that spread and 

worsen quickly. Repeated xylazine injection has also been associated with severe, necrotic skin 

lesions often requiring advanced wound care. These wounds may occur in areas of the body away 

from the injection site. 

 

Identifying xylazine in San Francisco is concerning. The OCME has not yet seen any xylazine-

related wounds or evidence that people in San Francisco are injecting xylazine. To date, DPH has 

not received any reports of skin wounds associated with xylazine, nor xylazine intoxication or 

withdrawal. 

 

These facts suggest that the drug may not yet be widespread, but DPH and its City and community 

partners are working to learn more, share information and prepare street response teams to recognize 

the impacts of xylazine and respond appropriately. 

 

Coordination among City agencies is improving our surveillance of xylazine in the drug supply. 

These coordination efforts will enhance the ability to understand the extent of drug implications and 

respond quickly. 

 

DPH is working with public health and healthcare colleagues in assessing the impact of xylazine and 

developing supportive care options, including treatment. 
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For Reference: 

FDA alerts health care professionals of risks to patients exposed to xylazine in illicit drugs 

 

 

ZUCKERBURG SAN FRANCISCO GENERAL HOSPITAL (ZSFG) CELEBRATES 150 

YEARS 

ZSFG Hospital celebrated its 150th Anniversary serving San Francisco at City Hall on February 9. 

The San Francisco General Hospital Foundation (SFGHF) hosted two sold-out events – the Hearts 

Gala and Hearts After Dark – a tribute to the strong support for all of us and our work. Mayor Breed 

welcomed hundreds of supporters and Speaker Emerita Nancy Pelosi received a Lifetime 

Achievement Award for her decades of support to ZSFG. 

 

The event showcased to the region the significance of ZSFG and its place in San Francisco’s history 

as we reached this major milestone. It was a great evening celebrating with patients, staff and 

community. The Foundation recognized three ZSFG heroes: Anais Arriaga is a breast cancer 

survivor and advocate who is spreading awareness about the services and care available at ZSFG to 

help others. She is collaborating with ZSFG and other care providers like Pink Ribbon Girls, to 

inspire people going through similar journeys. In addition, two of ZSFG’s nurse leaders received 

awards: Joan Torres, Project Manager for the Behavioral Emergency Response Team (BERT) was 

honored for her ground-breaking work leading and implementing the BERT team that has provided 

thousands of consultations and interventions with patients to prevent and reduce violence and 

improve safety on campus. Additionally, Merjo Roca, Urgent Care Clinic Nurse Manager, was 

honored for her extraordinary work launching and managing the COVID-19 and MPX Vaccine 

Clinic at ZSFG. This clinic has helped provide more than 214,000 COVID and 21,000 MPX 

vaccinations to our patients and community.  

 

Thank you to the SFGH Foundation for hosting the event and to Event Chair Elizabeth Minick, and 

Hearts in SF Co-Founders Pam Baer and Judy Guggenhime, for a wonderful evening and for their 

year-round support of our entire ZSFG community. 

 

 

 

https://www.fda.gov/drugs/drug-safety-and-availability/fda-alerts-health-care-professionals-risks-patients-exposed-xylazine-illicit-drugs
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JOINT COMMISSION SURVEY AT ZUCKERBURG SAN FRANCISCO GENERAL 

HOSPITAL 

The Joint Commission will recertify ZSFG’s Advanced Primary Stroke Program after conducting a 

two-day survey of the Regulatory Affairs and Neurosciences teams on February 14 and 15. During 

the visit, they toured and interviewed staff, reviewed policies and procedures, and completed 

medical record reviews in the Emergency Department, Interventional Radiology, and Critical 

Care. The Commission concluded their survey and relayed several positive observations about the 

program, including the intravenous tissue plasminogen activator (tPA) treatment rate, stroke 

simulations, the First 5 program, and outpatient rehabilitation integration. Three findings were 

included about documentation that provide opportunities for improvement at ZSFG. Congratulations 

to our Stroke Program staff for their exceptional teamwork and patient care! 

 

 

2023 EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT SURVEY 

The 2023 Employee Engagement Survey is being conducted across the 7500+ employee population 

of DPH. The survey, conducted by NRC Health, is brief, confidential, and web based.   

  

The strategy for maximum participation in the survey includes:  

• Easy access for employees via email, text messages and QR codes on marketing materials 

(posters and flyers)  

• Available in English, Spanish, and traditional Chinese  

• Talking points and email templates for Directors and Division outreach efforts  

• Site visits/team huddles/staff meetings prior to and during survey launch  

• Incentives for survey response including gift cards and branded water bottles   

 

Employee feedback gathered from the survey responses will inform future workforce development 

strategy at the Department of Public Health. 

 

 

MPX UPDATE 

LOCATION TOTAL CASES AS OF 2/16/23 

(probable and confirmed) 

San Francisco 845 

California 5,729 

U.S. 30,193 
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Worldwide 85,992 

 

 

COVID-19 UPDATE 

As of 2/8: 

• San Francisco’s 7-day rolling average of new COVID cases per day is 76 and 61 people are 

hospitalized, including 5 in the ICU.  

• Eighty-six percent of all SF residents have been vaccinated and 65% have received booster 

dose(s). 

 

 

DPH in the News 

https://news.google.com/search?q=san%20francisco%20department%20of%20public%20health%20when%3A14d&hl=en-US&gl=US&ceid=US%3Aen

