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Our understanding of COVID-19 is
continually evolving. Now, more
than a year into the pandemic, it has
become clear that symptoms differ
greatly among patients and that
some unfortunately experience
health problems for quite some time.

“Long COVID” is the term for peo-
ple diagnosed with coronavirus and
whose symptoms last for four weeks
or more after their initial infection. It
can occur regardless of how mild or
severe an individual’s initial infec-
tion was. Symptoms can last for
months and possibly years.

The most common symptoms of
Long COVID that patients report in-
clude:

· fatigue
· difficulty breathing or shortness

of breath
· difficulty concentrating or per-

forming tasks
· headache
· sleep problems
· joint/muscle aches
About 10 to 30% of people who are

infected with SARS-CoV-2, the virus
that causes COVID-19, may develop
symptoms that last beyond four
weeks.

While these symptoms are asso-
ciated with Long COVID, they are
also symptoms of other common ill-
nesses. That’s why it is important for
a patient to be evaluated and all po-
tential causes be considered since
treatment will depend on the cause.

Long COVID clinic

Treatment for Long COVID is
highly individualized and depends
on the main symptoms a patient is
experiencing. Because there are no
specific treatments at this time, it is
especially important to make sure
there is no other underlying diagno-
sis that is treatable prior to making
the diagnosis of Long COVID.

At Lifespan, we have created a
new Long COVID clinic to help diag-
nose and treat patients.

Our role is to evaluate patients,
counsel patients on what is and isn’t
known about Long COVID, and de-
velop an individualized treatment
plan for each patient. This may in-
clude referrals for additional testing
or to other specialists, such as a car-
diologist, pulmonologist, neurolo-
gist and/or physical therapist.

If you were diagnosed with CO-
VID and believe you may be experi-
encing Long COVID, contact our
Long COVID Clinic at (401) 793-
4020.

How can you 
avoid Long COVID?

There is so much unknown about
Long COVID, its cause, how long it
lasts, and long-term health effects.
We also do not know what causes
certain patients to develop it, while
the majority will completely recover.
Research is currently being con-
ducted to answer these questions.
Once we have a better idea of the an-
swers, we can start to work on treat-
ment.

Meanwhile, prevention is key! If
you don’t get COVID, you cannot de-
velop Long COVID. The most effec-
tive way to reduce your risk of CO-
VID infection and Long COVID is by
getting vaccinated if you are 12 years
and older. Additionally, wearing a
mask that covers your mouth and
nose, social distancing, and avoid-
ing crowds and poorly ventilated in-
door spaces are other ways to pro-
tect yourself and help prevent the
spread of COVID-19.

Jennie Johnson, MD, is an infec-
tious diseases physician affiliated
with Newport Hospital and The Mir-
iam Hospital, and the director of Li-
fespan’s Long COVID Clinic. Health
Matters appears monthly on new-
portri.com and in The Daily News.

Health Matters
Jennie Johnson, MD
Guest columnist

What you
need to
know about
Long COVID

WARWICK — Standing by the bag-
gage claim at T.F. Green International
Airport, Amin Faqiry and Jonathan Da-
tor hugged for a long time.

The two men had never met in per-
son before. But Dator, a psychologist
who works in the counseling center at
Providence College, played a crucial
role in helping Faqiry and his family
flee Afghanistan after the fall of the
government this summer. 

Now, thanks to Dator’s help, Faqiry
and his wife and four children are
among the first Afghan refugee fam-
ilies to arrive in Rhode Island since the
Taliban takeover.

“I told him, dude, we’re going to feed
you so much Afghan food once we set-
tle down,” Faqiry joked on Saturday
night, shortly after his flight landed.

Faqiry spent close to 10 years work-
ing as a combat interpreter for the U.S.
military during the war in Afghanistan,
which meant that his life was in immi-
nent danger when the Taliban took
charge. He had already spent years
waiting for a special immigrant visa
(SIV), which are awarded to Afghani
and Iraqi translators who served the
U.S. armed forces.

During that time, he had connected
with Dator, who volunteered with a
group named No One Left Behind. The
organization helps former military
translators and interpreters to navigate
what’s often a slow and complicated
visa application process.

Dator has never been to Afghani-
stan, but he learned about the plight of
former combat interpreters while liv-
ing in San Diego. Because he is legally
blind, he relies on Ubers and taxis to
get around, and many of the drivers he
met were Afghans who had received
special immigrant visas.

The SIV application process is “real-
ly a broken system,” Dator said on Sat-
urday. By the time Kabul fell, Faqiry
had been waiting to leave the country
for five years, and was just missing one
final piece of paperwork. 

Dator lobbied Rhode Island’s con-
gressional delegation on Faqiry’s
behalf, asking them to intervene with
the State Department.

Finally, in August, Faqiry and his
wife and four children were able to
board a flight to Qatar, where they were
temporarily housed at a U.S. military
base. They were then transported to

McGuire Air Force Base in New Jersey,
where they stayed for several months
while being vetted for resettlement. 

“We went through some bad days,
and during those times, Jonathan has
been like a family member,” Faqiry said.
“So that meant the world to me.”

Faqiry had hoped to end up in Rhode
Island so that he could live near Dator,
whom he described as being “like a
blood brother.”

“I’m just so inspired by what he does
every day,” Faqiry said. 

Faqiry’s wife is pregnant and due to
give birth soon, and they have four other
children — ages 2, 4, 6 and 10. (He asked
that his wife not be named or photo-
graphed due to concerns for the safety of
her family, who is still in Afghanistan.)
They’ll be staying with a host family in
the Providence area until they can find a
permanent place to live. 

“My life is going to be like a newborn
baby here,” Faqiry said. The first priority
will be getting the children enrolled in
school, and he also hopes to continue his
own education. He also wants to bring
attention to the plight of other Afghans
who are still trapped in the country. 

“I want to be someone who can help
other people,” he said, adding that he
hopes to find a job that will allow him to
send money back to his own relatives
and other Afghans who have been un-

able to leave. 
Because of the housing crunch,

Rhode Island is not among the top
states for refugee resettlement, but the
Dorcas International Institute of Rhode
Island expects to welcome a handful of
additional families in the coming
months. 

“The biggest thing with resettlement
is housing,” Dator said. But Faqiry and
his family will also need furniture,
clothing, and help getting to his wife’s
doctors’ appointments. People looking
to help can contact the Dorcas Institute,
especially if they have household items
to donate. 

“To me, that’s the biggest thing they
can do — along with meeting the family
and making them feel welcome,” Dator
said. “The other stuff gets figured out
when people feel welcome.” 

Several initiatives are already under
way: Rhode Islanders have been writing
welcome letters to Afghan refugees, and
the URI Master Gardener program plans
to provide each family with a mint plant
so that they have access to a key ingredi-
ent in Afghan food.

Fresh off the plane and ready to take
his first few breaths of Rhode Island air,
Faqiry said that he and his family
couldn’t be more thrilled to be here. 

“We couldn’t even feel the bumps, we
were so excited,” Faqiry said.

RI welcomes combat interpreter
who fled Afghanistan with family
Antonia Noori Farzan
Providence Journal
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Amin Faqiry and his family arrived in Rhode Island on Saturday night, and were
met by supporters at T.F. Green International Airport.
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The Aquidneck Land Trust’s Oak-
land Forest in Portsmouth late last
month was inducted into the national
Old-Growth Forest Network.

Sarah Robb Grieco, northeast re-
gional manager for the Old-Growth
Forest Network, presented a plaque to
ALT Executive Director Chuck Allott to
celebrate the dedication of the forest.

Oakland Forest includes a regional-
ly ecologically unique old-growth
American beech forest, with trees es-
timated to be between 200 and 300
years old based on tree coring com-
pleted in 2000. It was conserved by
ALT with the support of the communi-
ty that same year.

In addition to beech, the forest in-
cludes old-growth tree forms of other
species, including white oak and red
maple. The property was once part of a
“gentleman’s farm” owned by the Van-
derbilt family in the 1800 and 1900s.

There is a row of 100-year-old rho-
dodendrons running through the for-
ested part of the old estate. The prop-
erty includes a short 0.6-mile loop
trail that traverses a 10-acre meadow
and 20 acres of the old-growth beech
forest. More information on the trail
rules and other ALT trails can be found
at ailt.org.

“The story of Oakland Forest is a
true grassroots conservation success
story and one of the first properties
ALT worked to save over 20 years ago,”
ALT Conservation Director Alex Chu-
man said. “Once slated for develop-
ment into condominiums, ALT worked

with the community to purchase the
land to forever protect this unique re-
source. It is a truly special thing to have
an old-growth forest here on Aquidneck
Island, one that is now recognized to be
part of a national network.”

The mission of the Old-Growth For-
est Network is to connect people with
nature by creating a national network
of protected, mature, publicly accessi-
ble, native forests. The organization’s
goal is to preserve at least one forest in

every county in the United States that
can sustain a forest, estimated to be
2,370 out of a total of 3,140 counties.

OGFN’s program works to identify
forests for the network, ensure their
protection from logging and connect
people to these properties to experi-
ence. OGFN also educates about the ex-
traordinary ecological and human well-
ness benefits of old-growth forests and
speaks out regarding immediate
threats to specific ancient forests.

Founded in 2012, OGFN has more
than 145 forests in 27 states currently in
the network. Oakland Forest will be the
first Rhode Island forest included.

It will join other northeast forests
such as Mohawk Trail State Forest in
Franklin County, Massachusetts; Bel-
den Forest in Hartford County, Con-
necticut; and Zoar Valley Unique Area
in Cattaraugus County, New York. The
full list of forests in the Network may be
viewed at oldgrowthforest.net.

“We are thrilled to be welcoming this
beautiful and important forest to the
network as the forest representative for
Newport County and our first Rhode Is-
land forest,” Robb Greico said. “We ap-
plaud Aquidneck Land Trust for their
work in preserving this special forest
for generations to come.”

OGFN depends on a volunteer in
each county to help identify and induct
forests into the network. Nathan Cor-
nell of Warwick and Rachel Briggs of
Chepachet are volunteer supporters of
the Old Growth Forest Network and are
county coordinators for Newport Coun-
ty. Interested volunteers are welcome to
contact OGFN through oldgrowthfor-
est.net.

Portsmouth forest gets national recognition
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Oakland Forest in Portsmouth,
preserved by the Aquidneck Land
Trust, will become the first Rhode
Island forest to join the Old-Growth
Forest Network.
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