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NEW BEDFORD, Masg,
- Paul Guilbeault knew
[ the writing was on the
wall for the last Veterans
| of Forcign Wars post in
this city south of Boston
when businesses across
passachusetts were ofr-
dered to close as the coro-
navirus pandemic took
hold last March.

Within six months, the
g0-year-old Korean War
vet was proved right.
VEW Post 3260 in MNew
Bedford, a chapter of the
national featernity of war
vets established in 1935,
had surrendered its char-
| ter and sold the hall to a
chureh.

“The economic shut-
down is what killed us,”
said Guilbeault, who has
overseen the post’s fi-
nances for years. “There's
no way in the world that
we could make it, A lot of
these posts are barely
hanging on. Most don't
make a huge profit.”
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| overbeers and people cel-

ebrate weddings and oth-
er milestones — were al-
ready struggling when
the pandemic hit. After
years of declining mem-
bership, restrictions
meant 1o slow the spread
of COVID-19 became a
death blow for many.
The closures have add-
ed to the misery from a
pandernie that's hit mili-
tary veterans hard. The
L5, Departrnent of Vet-
| erans Affairs recently es-
| timated the death toll in
its facllities alone was ap-
preaching 1,000,

In many stabes, veler-
ans posts were ordered to
close like other bars and
event halls last spring.
Their supporters argued
that the spaces serve a
greater community pur-
pose than their for-profit
counterparts and should
have been allowed to re-
QF-EIE SOOTICT.

They say many posts
quickly pivoted their
community service ef-
forts to respond to the
pandemic. In Lakeview,
Michigan, VFW Post 3701
made hundreds of masks
for workers and operated

Darla Litvinowva
ASSOCIATED PRESS

MOSCOW = President
Viadimir Putin said he
will get a coronavirus
vaccine shot Tuesday,
geveral months  after
widespread waccination
started in Russia.

Kremlin - opponents
have criticized Putin for
not getling  vaccinated
amid a comparatively
slow rollout of the shot in
Russia, arguing that his
reluctance is contribut-
ing to the already exten-
sive hesitance about the
vaceine, Russia, where
only 4.3% of the 146 mil-
lion population have re-
celved at least one dose,
lags behind a number of
countries in terms of the
vaccination rate.

Surveys by Russia's
top Independent pollster
Levada Center  have
shown that a number of
Russians reluctant to get
vaccinated with Sputnik
V has grown In recent
months - to 62% in Peb-

Craig DeOld, commander at VFW Post 1018 in Boston, poses at the empty bar rail at the post's rental space,

£

A year into pandemic, veterans
halls are ‘barely hanging’ on

Local bars and halls run by the VFW and American Legion say many risk permanent closure after states
ordered them, like other bars and halls, to shutter last spring. CHARLES KRUPA AP

blood drives with the Red
Cross. In Queens, New
York, American Legion
Post 483 ran a food pan-
try that fed thousands.
And posts from Connect -
leut to North Carolina
have been hosting vac-
cine registration drives
and clinics.

The closure of some
halls and bars also means
vets dealing with post-
trnumatic stress disorder
and other wartime trau-
ma have lost a critical
aafe space amid anisolat-
ing pandemic, leaders
S,

“They can talk about
things here that hap-
pened to them ln the war
that they'd never say o
their peychiatrist or cven
their familics.” said Har-
old Durr, commander of
American Legion Post 1in
Santa Fe, New Mexico,

Like a number of posts
nationwide, Durr says his
facility qualified for fied-
eral and local pandemic
relief, though most of it
could only be used to cov-
er emplovee salaries, not
utilities and other ox-
penses,

He says the shuttered
post, which included a
bar and hall, has largely
relied on donations to pay
monthly costs,

"We've had a rough
go,” says the 75-year-old
Mavy vel, who served in
the Vietnam War. “But

we've pot 1o stay open.
We've existed for 100
years, There's no way we
can let it close.”

How many vets halls
and bars have perma-
nently shuttered or risk
closure because of the
pandemic is hard to
quantify.

The national VFW and
American Legion organi-
zatlons say the number of
posts that disselved com-
pletely last year was at or
lower than prior years.
But the organizations say
they do not track bars and
halls because they are lo-
cally controlled.

Many posts, they say,
do net run halls or bars,
atil, both erganizations

lannched BTy
grant programs last fall,
doling out theusands of
dollars to hundreds of
posts 1o help cover facil-
ity costs and other ex-
penses,

"A post could conceiy-
ably lose these things and
still continue as a post,”
sald John  Reughier,
spokesman for the Indi-
anapolis-based  Ameri-
can Legion.

Some facilities have
found workarounds to
keep bringing in money,
which goes to a wide
range of community
work, from hosting frec
lunches for disabled vet-
erans to sponsoring high
school ROTC programs
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and offering free gather-
ing space for Scout troops
and other groups.

Members of the VEW
Post 2718 on Long [sland,
Mew York, have been dip-
ping into reserves and or-
gankzing fundraisers until
they can fully reopen
their hall. Their next ef-
fort is a first-time Moth-
er's Day plant sale, said
John McManamy, a for-
mer post commander.

In Massachusetis, the
New Bedford post is the
only one that's dissolved
for  pandemic-related
reazons so far, but the
gtate riska losing some
20% of its VFW buildings
Iif they are forced to re-
main elosed Into the cru-
clal surnmer months, said
Bill LeBeauw, head of the
VIwW Massachusetis,
whilch  oversess  local
posts.

Clesing VFW  Post
3260 in the historic fish-
ing port cily some
60 miles south of Boston
has been bittersweeot for
longtime members.

Dennis Pelletier, a 75-
year-old Marine who
-I?:n'ﬂd in Vietnam, had

15 wedding reception at
the hall in 1967, the year it
opened. He's been a
dues-paying member
pretty much ever since,

“It’s been a part of my
whole adult life,” Pelletier
said. “It's been a second
home at times.”

Putin to get coronavirus vaccine shot

oo r
g

will get his shot “tomor-
row,” without specifying
which coronavirus voae-
cine out of the three au-
thaorized for use in Russia

he will take,
Russian  authorities
have given regulatory ap-

proval to three demesti-
cally developed shots.
Sputnik V has been ap-
proved last August with
much fanfare at home
and criticism abroad, be-
cause at the time it had
only been tested on a few
dozen people.

But a recent study
published in British med-
ical journal The Lancet
showed the Sputnik V is
o1% effective and appears
to prevent inoculated in-
dividuals from becoming
severely il with CoO-
VID-19, although it's still
unelear if the vaccine can
prevent the spread of the
disease.

Two other Russian
vaccines, EpiVacCorona
and CoviVac, have also
recelved regulatory ap-
proval before mm]}]mlng

But like VFW posts nas=
tionwide, the New Bed-
ford hall struggled to
draw new members, In
the 19605, it had more
than L0000 paying mem-
bers; by last year, it had
roughly 100, the majority
in their 705 and 8Os,

“The stigma of just be-
ing a bar is hard to over-
come” sald Delfing Gar-

cia, the post's last com-
mander, “Younger wvets
want something differ-
ent. You've ot to be more
family-oriented.  You've
got to make it more hospi-
table. VFWs are strup-
gling to adapt to that new
reality.”

Guilbeault, who joined
the post 'in 1956 after
serving in the Alr Foree,
has no reprets  about
winding things down.

With mortgage pay-
ments and other bills
mounting, he had put in
more than $5,000 of his
own savings in those final
days,

He  eventually re-
ecuped the money when
the building’s sale was fi-
nalized in September,
and the remaining profits
went to the state VFW,

“In a way, iU's been a
blessing to let it go,” Guil-
beault said. "If we'd kept
poing, we'd still be closed.
There was no Sense keep-
ing it open, All we were
doing was aceumulating
debt, debt, debt, debt.”

Tuesday

late-stage trials experts
say are Necessary 1o en-
sure their safety and ef-
fectiveness in line with
established scientific
protocol.

According to the Rus-
slan president, 6.3 mil-
lion people in Russia have
already received at least
one shot, and more than
4.3 million have had two
doses,

Putin gaid that 60% of
Russian adults need to be
vaccinated in order to
achieve herd immunity,
which requires a total of
69.8 million vaccines. As
of Marchl?, around
8.9 million two-dose sets
of Sputnik V have been
released into circulation
in Russia, as well as over
15,000 two-dose sets of
EpiVacCorona, the Rus-
sian leader said.

“Today we can confi-
dently say ... that the Rus-
sian vaccines are abso-
lutely reliable and safe”
Putin said. "It is an abso-
lute success of our sclen-
tists and specialists.”



