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CORONAVIRUS PANDEMIC

The Bay Area’s usually
booming hotel industry has
been brought to its knees in
the two weeks since the
coronavirus erupted across the
region, and at least eight hotels
have closed temporarily.

Occupancy rates in San
Francisco have plunged from
more than 80% two weeks ago
to below 10% at some hotels,
said Kevin Carroll, CEO of the
Hotel Council of San Francis
co, which represents owners
and operators.

A city shelterinplace order
designated hotels as residenc
es, meaning they can continue
to operate even as most busi
nesses close. But the plunge in
both tourism and business
travel has led to an unprece
dented number of temporary
closures.

The W San Francisco, Suites
at Fisherman’s Wharf, Harbor
Court, Hotel G, Hotel Drisco,
Inn at the Opera and the Don
atello, along with the Oceano
Hotel & Spa Half Moon Bay
Harbor, all confirmed to The
Chronicle that they have
closed and are not accepting
new reservations. The hotels
plan to reopen between April
8, when the current orders are
set to expire, and May 1.

The Zeppelin, Zelos and
Zephyr hotels in San Francisco
remain open for current guests

but are not taking new book
ings.

Carroll said numerous other
hotels are considering clo
sures.

The drop in business has led
to a heavy human toll, with
thousands of San Francisco
hotel workers laid off in the
past two weeks, including
members of Unite Here Local
2. The national Unite Here
union said its 300,000 mem
bers, which also include casi
no, food service and transit
workers, could see a loss of up
to 90% of jobs nationwide.

Teamsters Local Union 856,
whose members work at hotel
front desks, offices and con
cierge services, has 700 of its
1,000 members out of work,
said Rudy Gonzalez, executive
director of the San Francisco
Labor Council.

The hotel industry em
ployed an estimated 25,000
people in the city before the
coronavirus outbreak, accord
ing to the city controller.

Room rates have fallen
sharply, with online listings for
a number of hotels under $100
per night. San Francisco hotels
had routinely charged $300
per night and sometimes more
than $500 during particularly
busy conferences.

“I definitely think that this
coronavirus pandemic will be
worse than 9/11 and 2008 for
the hospitality industry,” said

Holden Lim, president of Hos
pitality Link International, a
hotel brokerage. “Asia was still
cranking in 2009 during the
Great Recession.”

“On the other hand, the
coronavirus pandemic is glob
al, and many countries have
shut down their economies.
Travel throughout the whole
world has been sharply re
duced,” he said.

Marriott, the biggest global
hotel chain, said it expects to
furlough tens of thousands of
workers around the world,
which would eliminate their
hourly pay but allow them to
retain health benefits.

That could intensify another
battle between Marriott and
labor unions, following a 2018
strike across the U.S. that saw
Unite Here win higher wages
and medical benefits.

“Unite Here Local 2 is meet
ing with employers across the
city and calling on business to
do right by their workers dur
ing this pandemic,” Anand
Singh, president of the local,

said in a statement.
Marriott, which operates the

W hotel and more than three
dozen others in the Bay Area,
didn’t respond to a request for
comment.

The drop in hotel revenue
will also hit the city’s budget
by reducing its income from a
14% occupancy tax.

City Controller Ben Rosen
field estimated last week that
overall city tax losses could be
in the tens of millions of dol
lars from the coronavirus, a
projection that came before a
restrictive shelterinplace
order that closed all nonessen
tial businesses.

On Tuesday, the nationwide
hotel industry asked for a $150
billion bailout from the federal
government, including $100
billion to retain workers and
$50 billion to pay off debt. The
industry warned this week
that half of the country’s hotels
could close, eliminating an
estimated 3.9 million jobs.

The global calamity is also
threatening one of the largest

hotel sales in history, the $5.8
billion purchase of 15 U.S.
hotels by South Korea’s Mirae
Asset Global Investment from
China’s Anbang Insurance
Group, Bloomberg reported.
Lenders are hesitating to fund
the deal because of the coron
virus pandemic, according to
Bloomberg.

The sale would include the
1,200room Westin St. Francis
in San Francisco, one of the
city’s biggest hotels, and the
Four Seasons Silicon Valley in
East Palo Alto. Anbang de
clined to comment. Mirae
didn’t respond to a request for
comment.

With hotels emptying, San
Francisco city officials are now
in talks to use them to help
shelter people who need to be
quarantined, Carroll said.

Lim of Hospitality Link
International said that unlike
other global crises, the corona
virus epidemic’s way of
spreading makes hotels partic
ularly vulnerable to a drop in
business.

“There is also the fear factor
where no one knows whether
the person who checks you in,
the person you are with in the
elevator, the housekeeper that
cleans your room, and the
surfaces that you are touching
in your guest room are infec
ted with the coronavirus,” he
said.
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At least eight Bay Area hotels have closed temporarily because
of the virus outbreak. Hyatt Regency, seen here, remains open.

Alana Mallen, a Noe Valley
resident, used to enjoy her
shopping outings, a leisurely
activity she’d do once a week.
But on Tuesday, the day a
shelter in place order went
into effect in San Francisco,
she couldn’t find a single cart
at her local Safeway. The 75
yearold left after buying a
few items, resigned to un
certainty about how she
would get the rest.

“I’ve never had to compet
itively shop before,” Mallen
said. “There were a lot of
people, more than usual, and
I couldn’t find what I needed.
It was overwhelming, so I
left.”

It’s experiences like this
retailers and grocers are hop
ing to lessen.

Some retailers and grocery
stores are setting aside special
hours for seniors, loosely
defined to mean people 60
and older, and other vul
nerable shoppers, to give
them a better chance of buy
ing food and other necessities
instead of meeting long lines
and empty shelves as panic
buying continues amid the
coronavirus spread.

For weeks, shelves have
been wiped clean as shoppers
stock up on supplies. This
week, Bay Area counties is
sued an order asking resi
dents to stay inside their
homes and away from others
as much as possible, in a
desperate attempt to curb the
spread of the virus. The move
has upended lives as schools
close, mass work from home
ensues, and “nonessential”
businesses shutter — for at
least the next three weeks.

On Thursday, all Safeways
in the Bay Area officially
kicked off senior hour. Parent
company Albertsons, which
also owns Andronico’s and
Vons, said all its stores across
brands would be open two
hours before normal business
hours (7 to 9 a.m.) Tuesdays
and Thursdays, for seniors
and other atrisk populations
such as pregnant women and
those with compromised im
mune systems, to shop.

To enforce the special
hours, Albertsons is asking
other customers to not in
fringe on the setaside hours.

“We are asking that our
customers help us reserve this
shopping time for those most
at risk in our communities,”
Vivek Sankaran, chief exec
utive of Albertsons, said in a
statement.

Other national chains are
doing the same. Whole Foods
said Tuesday it would carve
out an hour for atrisk pop
ulations to shop, every day,
for the next few weeks. For
example, if a Whole Foods is
operating from 9 a.m. to 8
p.m., vulnerable shoppers can
begin shopping at 8 a.m. Tar
get and Walmart have an
nounced similar measures.

Some local grocers, in
cluding Zanotto’s Markets in
San Jose, are doing so as well.
Canyon Market in San Fran
cisco’s Glen Park neighbor

hood has announced seniors
only shopping hours from 7
to 8 a.m. daily. Piedmont Gro
cery in Oakland will begin
setting aside hours for cus
tomers older than 65 from 9
to 10 a.m. Sunday. Regular
store hours are 10 a.m. to 7
p.m. The store will be tempo
rarily closed on Thursdays.

“A lot of our customers are
in the older age range,” said
Amy Pence, vice president at
Piedmont Grocery. “We have
a number of retirement com
munities nearby, and this was
a nobrainer. It’s the right
thing to do.”

Besides food access, the
steps taken by the stores are
also a way to provide a safer
environment for atrisk pop
ulations. Older adults and
people with underlying health
issues have higher risks of
bad outcomes if they contract
COVID19, experts say. While
the best scenario is for se
niors to have friends and
families shop for them, for
people like Mallen who live
alone, it’s easier said than

done.
“This is a good move by

stores. It’s more dangerous for
seniors to be around younger
people who may be sick but
may not show symptoms,”
said Robert Siegel, a professor
of microbiology and immunol
ogy at Stanford University.

Seniors are at more risk
being with younger people
than with other seniors, as
suming the other seniors
aren’t sick already, Siegel
added.

Instead of hundreds of
people going in and out of
stores all day, setting time
aside for seniors in the morn
ing is a good move as it less
ens the chances of contracting
the virus, said George Ruther
ford, professor of epidemiolo
gy at UCSF.

“Older people are not at
higher risk of contracting the
coronavirus, but they are at a
higher risk of bad outcomes if
they get it,” Rutherford said.

But because there is no way
for stores to verify if some
among those vulnerable peo

ple are sick, having highrisk
populations all together at the
same time could be a disaster,
experts say.

There are other options.
Stores like Zanotto’s are of
fering curbside pickup.

“We’re doing at least 30
(curbside pickups) a day and
we’re prepared for an in
crease,” said Jessica Zanotto,
social media manager at Za
notto’s. “We’re telling more
customers to do more of this
because it’s the least form of
contact for them.”

Seniors can also order take
out from restaurants, and if
they qualify, they can sign up
for Meals on Wheels or food
delivery services such as
DoorDash or Sun Basket.
They can also call food banks.

For Mallen, she’s getting
offers on Nextdoor, a neigh
borhood app, from people
willing to shop for her.

“When people ask me if I
need help, I almost want to
say, ‘Yes, would you like to be
old for me?’ ” she laughed.
“The kindness of strangers
has been tremendous these
last few days.”
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Stores setting aside hours to protect seniors
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Rene Azigdor, 85, of San Jose checks out a head of cabbage as he shops at Zanotto’s Willow Glen Market in San Jose.
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The market opens early for
shoppers age 60 and older.

“We’re telling more customers to do more
of this because it’s the least form of contact
for them.”
Jessica Zanotto, social media manager at Zanotto’s


