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*TBLC COVID-19 MEDIA CALL:
FROM ELATION TO FURY: HOW BUSINESSES ARE 
REACTING TO AUSTIN'S MASK MANDATE
By Paul Thompson 
Austin Business Journal
June 18, 2020

Customers and employees must wear masks or other 
face coverings when inside Austin businesses, in many 
instances, beginning June 23.

Some business owners are ecstatic. Others are unhappy 
— even downright outraged.

Mayor Steve Adler's June 17 order provided businesses 
just under a week to develop a safety plan that includes 
a mask mandate. The order followed a similar measure in 
Bexar County and came after Gov. Greg Abbott signaled 
he would not oppose measures that put the onus on 
businesses to enforce such mandates.

In a nutshell, employees and customers must wear a mask 
if they're going to be within six feet of another person — 
though there are exceptions, such as if you're eating or 
drinking or have a medical issue that prevents you from 
wearing a mask.

The decision comes as Covid-19 cases in Texas and Travis 
County are spiking. Nearly 2,800 Covid-19 patients were 
in Texas hospitals on June 17, up from 2,008 on June 11. 
The 220 new cases reported in Travis County on June 17 
represented a high-water mark during the pandemic, 59 
more new cases than the previous high of 161 reported 
June 9. For context, before June there was never more 
than 86 new cases reported in the county in a single day.
Research from public health experts show that face 
coverings dramatically reduce the risk of transmitting 
Covid-19, the disease caused by the coronavirus.

View from the private sector

Bob Woody, who owns Sixth Street bars such as Blind 
Pig Pub and Shakespeare’s, said June 17 before the order 
became official that he didn’t think his establishments 
could enforce a mask mandate, nor is he eager to 
implement such a policy.

“As long as we have the rooms so that the hospitals don’t 
get overrun, what are we doing?” Woody said.

He added that every individual has the right to avoid bars 
if they’re concerned about customers not wearing masks.
“This is all pick-and-choose and pointing fingers,” Woody 

said. “At the end of the day, nobody has to go into any of 
these businesses."
Woody feels like gatherings such as recent Black Lives 
Matters protests haven’t faced the same sort of pushback 
regarding social distancing and other Covid-19 safety 
precautions.

“When I do something wrong, what do I get?” Woody 
said. “I get threats. I get enforcement. I get punishments.”

Woody is reticent to believe health experts, citing how 
often advice from those experts shifted in the early 
days of the pandemic. When told that a Dell Medical 
School epidemiologist recently put together a video 
debunking commonly held myths about masks — and 
reinforcing why they are necessary —  Woody suggested 
the epidemiologist “doesn’t have enough data” on the 
subject.
Woody said he is looking primarily at the total death 
count, rather than hospitalization rate, to determine his 
level of anxiety about Covid-19. Texas Health and Human 
Services data shows there have been 2,062 Covid-19 
deaths in the state.

“If we get to 10,000 deaths, then I would probably say we 
need to wear masks," he said.

Woody notes he's still taking some safety precautions 
at his businesses. His employees will continue to wear 
masks, and they spray hand sanitizer on those entering 
the bars. Woody said June 17 he still has 100 gallons of 
hand sanitizer and that he has been giving it to businesses 
around town, free of charge.

Other business owners aren’t as concerned about a mask 
mandate. In fact, some are elated.

"It’s about time," said Kemal Whyte, co-owner of retailer 
Austin Vape and Smoke. "It’s a basic requirement that is 
backed by science ... what are we waiting on?”

Austin Vape and Smoke, which has seen a roughly 
40% revenue dip during the pandemic, is one of many 
businesses that have been bullish on masks for weeks. 
The 17 employees there, down from more than 30 
before the pandemic hit the U.S., all wear face coverings. 
Customers who walk into Whyte's three stores are 
offered cheap masks to wear while they shop, and paying 
customers get a free KN95 mask — the kind that health 
care professionals wear.

Whyte said about 90% of the customers who walk 
through the doors of Austin Vape and Smoke embrace 
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wearing masks. There are always a few customers who 
refuse to cover their nose and mouth, he said, so staff 
have been instructed to serve them from six feet away 
and not to turn away the business.

"It really shouldn't be about a small business police policy. 
That's not our job, that's not my role," he said.

Before the June 17 order, restaurateur Ellis Winstanley 
said he wouldn’t take issue with a mask mandate, so long 
as there were allowances for bars and restaurants to 
operate.

“It doesn’t seem like a very big problem and it doesn’t 
seem like a very big ask,” said Winstanley, who owns El 
Arroyo and several other local establishments. “Obviously, 
the devil is in the details.”

At El Arroyo downtown, Winstanley doesn’t expect 
much to change with a mask order. The business has 
been taking extra safety precautions since at least March; 
it began checking temperatures of employees when it 
started selling margaritas to go.

“We do most of our business on our patios, anyways,” 
Winstanley said. “Most of our business is being done 
outside, and it has always been that way.”

H-E-B, the San Antonio-based grocery chain that is a 
dominant force in Central Texas as well, also appears to 
support local governments choosing to mandate mask 
wearing, according to reporting by San Antonio Business 
Journal.

Magnolia Cafe owner Kent Cole can attest to the 
pitfalls that come with Covid-19. He said June 15 he 
was contemplating giving up on in-person dining and 
shifting entirely to a takeout and curbside model after 
an employee was diagnosed with Covid-19. Cole said 
he learned of the diagnosis June 13, just one day after 
reopening the restaurant’s patio for dining.

A call for businesses to lead

Public health officials continue to plead with the public 
to follow social distancing and hygiene guidelines to slow 
the spread of the virus, calls that are echoed by business 
leaders advising reopening efforts.

“Encouraging each other to socially distance and wear 
a mask is the right thing to do and must be top of mind 
as we navigate this crisis,” Greater Austin Chamber 
President and CEO Laura Huffman said in a statement.

A reopening task force helmed by the chamber previously 
recommended that businesses follow provisions in state 
and local orders and, if possible, adopt higher standards 
like mandatory face coverings.

ABC Home and Commercial Services President Bobby 
Jenkins runs a pest control, lawn, plumbing and air 
conditioning company that mostly goes to customers, 
rather than the other way around.

“Masks are a big, big piece of what we’re doing ... be it in 
our office facility or out in the field where we’re doing our 
work,” he said on a Texas Business Leadership Council 
call on June 18. “Our customers feel safe when we come 
into their home and then we are appropriately protected 
and protecting them.”

Jenkins said he gets very alarmed when he goes to 
businesses where Covid-19 “doesn’t seem to be taken 
seriously.”

“I think business needs to be the leader on this,” Jenkins 
said. “If we want this economy to loosen up a little bit and 
to open up a little bit, I do believe that it’s incumbent on 
business leaders and those places to set the standard and 
set an example for all to follow.”  

Jenkins said he said he will “hope and pray” that businesses 
and shoppers don’t fight the mask requirements.

“I feel like there’s a lot of people willing to comply because 
the risk of not, that thought of moving backwards, is 
petrifying to business owners,” he said.


