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A new study provides public health planning
authorities with a method of calculating the number
of COVID-19 isolation beds they would need for
people experiencing homelessness based on level
of infection in the city. The research holds promise
for controlling spread of the virus—or future
infectious diseases—in a population that is highly
vulnerable and less likely than many others to
access health care services. 

The report, developed to support public health
decision-making in Austin, Texas, was recently
published by PLOS ONE. The paper's first author
is an undergraduate student at The University of
Texas at Austin, Tanvi Ingle, who harnessed her
days in the pandemic lockdown to work with
researchers in The University of Texas at Austin
COVID-19 Modeling Consortium.

"Our model can help Austin and other cities ensure
they have sufficient resources to protect
populations experiencing homelessness during
future disease outbreaks," said Lauren Ancel
Meyers, director of the UT Austin COVID-19
Modeling Consortium and a professor of integrative

biology. "Our calculations indicated how many hotel
rooms would be needed to isolate individuals when
they developed symptoms or were exposed to the
virus. Given that this community generally has high
contact rates, poor health care and lack of privacy,
these isolation facilities were critical to preventing
transmission and protecting this vulnerable
population."

Projections based on the model were provided to
the City of Austin during the beginning of the
pandemic and helped the city finalize lease
agreements for isolation facilities.

"The projections from the UT COVID-19 Modeling
Consortium were invaluable to us in determining
the potential impact and magnitude of support
needed to prevent a catastrophic impact on people
experiencing homelessness in Austin," said Dr.
Mark Escott, the City of Austin's chief medical
officer. "As a result, multiple area hotels were used
as protective lodges to provide non-congregate
sheltering to the most vulnerable members of our
community."

Before the lockdown, the undergraduate first
author, Ingle, served as a clinical volunteer with
Dell Medical School at the C.D. Doyle Clinic, a
student-run free clinic that provides care to people
experiencing homelessness. When the lockdown
hit, she responded to a campus-wide call for help
from the newly formed UT COVID-19 Modeling
Consortium. Ingle volunteered to lead a research
project that could help the homeless population
navigate the challenges of the pandemic.

"From my clinical experiences, I knew that the
pandemic would be especially hard for people who
experience homelessness since they face unique
challenges in social distancing and accessing
health care. Eager to help improve the situation, I
collaborated with the consortium and the City of
Austin to determine how many isolation rooms we
should provide to help protect our unhoused
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neighbors from COVID-19," Ingle said.

Using the mathematical model of COVID-19
transmission developed by the consortium, the City
of Austin could determine what proportion of people
experiencing homelessness would need to be
tested and how many of those individuals would
test positive. With these parameters, they were
then able to estimate the total number of individuals
who would need an isolation room at any given
time.

"This project was a way for me to see firsthand how
clinical experiences inform scientific research that
impacts public health outcomes," Ingle said. "Cities
around the world will be able to adapt our
framework to help shape public policies in the early
stages of any pandemic."

"UT undergraduates have stepped up as
researchers and leaders throughout the COVID-19
pandemic," Meyers said. "Tanvi is an inspiring
example. Her calculations helped the City of Austin
to protect some of its most vulnerable populations." 

  More information: Tanvi A. Ingle et al, Projecting
COVID-19 isolation bed requirements for people
experiencing homelessness, PLOS ONE (2021). 
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