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State inspections lagged
betore workplace outbreaks

By ROB DAVIS and
JAMIE GOLDBERG
The Oregonian

The complaints to Oregon workplace
safety officials alleged that workers were fac-
ing life-threatening risks before the coronavirus
took hold and rapidly moved through factories,
stores and plants across the state.

On the Oregon Coast, one complaint said,
nearly a dozen workers tested positive for coro-
navirus but were still required to report to work.

In southern Oregon, another said, workers
who stood a foot apart on a production line were
told to “deal with it.”

And in the Portland metro area, an allega-
tion said, workers with coronavirus symptoms
were threatened with discipline if they tried to
stay home.

The Oregon Occupational Safety and Health
Administration didn’t inspect any of the work-
places in response.

Each business later suffered outbreaks, leav-
ing a combined 250 workers and their closest
contacts infected or presumed to be infected
with the coronavirus.

It’s impossible to know whether an inspec-
tion prompted by workers’ complaints would
have prevented those outbreaks, or if inspec-
tions conducted elsewhere by the state success-
fully kept workers from getting sick.

But among the 35 largest workplace out-
breaks in Oregon, state officials received warn-
ings before 23, an analysis of state data by The
Oregonian found. Yet state officials inspected
only two of those businesses before an out-
break, finding no violations.

“It’s a disgrace,” said Reyna Lopez, director
of Pineros y Campesinos Unidos del Noroeste,
Oregon’s largest farmworker union. “They’ve
failed us. The message it sends to people is
you’re on your own.

“I would think the one agency that is sup-
posed to be protecting workers would step up
during a pandemic,” she added, “and it hasn’t.”

Over 11,000 complaints

Since March, Oregon OSHA has received
more than 11,000 complaints about COVID
safety risks and potential violations of Gov.
Kate Brown’s public health orders. The work-
place safety agency, with 76 compliance offi-
cers and a $13.5 million enforcement budget,
has relied on a massive phone and letter-writing
campaign to ensure compliance.

It’s an unprecedented response for an admin-
istration that has gotten about six times more
complaints than normal. But because the effort
has relied on taking workplaces at their word,
with few unannounced inspections, worker
advocates say it has been ineffective, giving the
state watchdog no real way to verify whether
workplaces are actually complying.

Michael Wood, the agency’s administrator,
said few inspections happened in March and
April amid an early rush of complaints because
of concerns that inspectors without symptoms
might be carriers for the novel coronavirus. In
May and June, he said, his agency prioritized
inspections where they could be outside or con-
duct interviews outside.

The agency also conducted hundreds of
spot checks, he said, to see whether busi-
nesses were complying with the governor’s
shutdown orders. Half of the complaints have
been resolved; another 5,000 are still being
processed.

“Overall, 1 feel good about how we’ve
responded,” Wood said. “That’s not the same
thing as saying we did it perfectly or that there
aren’t things I would change with the ability to
look back at them.”

The agency will not initiate an inspection
solely based on an outbreak because they don’t
want to deter employers from testing workers,
Wood said. However, if the agency receives a
referral from the Oregon Health Authority or
local public health authorities following an out-
break, they are likely to make an inspection a
priority. The health authority refused to say how
often that’s happened.

In all, Oregon OSHA had conducted 237
inspections related to COVID-19 as of Nov. 3.
That’s about one a day.

It had issued 50 citations and fines totaling
$114,000 as of the same date. Those include
$23,000 in fines against a Salem cafe and
Lakeview pharmacy the state said failed to
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require physical distancing and ensure that cus-
tomers and employees wore masks, ignoring
repeated warnings.

Oregon’s workplaces have exacerbated the
statewide spread of the coronavirus: an esti-
mated 9,967 people have contracted the virus
that way, nearly a sixth of all cases in the state.
Fifty-three people have died from workplace
outbreaks, many of them in prisons, though the
Oregon Health Authority refuses to say where
the deaths occurred.

The Oregonian’s analysis, which revealed
the lack of inspections at businesses with out-
breaks, was only possible because Oregon dis-
closes the name of any business linked to five
or more coronavirus cases and with at least 30
workers. The state began releasing workplace
information only after media reports about a sec-
ond large outbreak this spring tied to Townsend
Farms, prompting officials to acknowledge the
need for a “transparent statewide approach.”

Dozens of prison complaints,
no inspections

The coronavirus moved swiftly through
Oregon’s prisons, leaving 17 inmates dead and
1,300 infected, along with more than 300 state
workers positive.

Oregon OSHA has received dozens of com-
plaints about the conditions in prisons, which
are responsible for five of the state’s 10 worst
outbreaks, excluding long-term care facilities.

It hasn’t inspected any.

“The virus is not incarcerated,” said Alice
Lundell, a spokeswoman for the Oregon Jus-
tice Resource Center, which has lobbied for a
large-scale release of inmates to allow for social
distancing behind bars. “We’d welcome OSHA
taking action to investigate and inspect to make
sure everything possible is being done to pre-
vent the spread of disease.”

Wood said it’s harder to inspect a prison and
get an unvarnished view of what’s happening
inside because there’s no element of surprise.

“In retrospect, do I wish we had gone into
a couple of those prisons? Yes,” Wood said. “1
agree there’s a red flag that we missed or ide-
ally that I would have liked to have responded
to differently.”

Oregon’s other hardest-hit job sites are farms
and food processing facilities, where more than
50 coronavirus outbreaks have left upward of
1,500 workers and close contacts infected or
suspected of being infected, according to an
analysis by The Oregonian.

The state’s efforts to protect those high-
risk workers has frustrated Jenny Pool Rad-
way, executive director at Consejo Hispano, a
nonprofit based in Astoria that supports Latino
workers.

Pool Radway’s organization filed a com-
plaint on behalf of workers April 18, alleging
that Bornstein Seafoods in Astoria was not pro-
viding personal protective equipment or enforc-
ing social distancing rules. Oregon OSHA fol-
lowed up with Bornstein Seafoods two days
later in an email.

Two dozen workers at Bornstein tested pos-
itive for COVID-19 a few weeks later, forc-
ing the company to temporarily shut down
operations.

Even after the outbreak, Oregon OSHA did
not conduct a formal inspection, finding the
company’s emailed response satisfactory.

Bomnstein Seafoods, which didn’t respond
to questions from The Oregonian, told Oregon
OSHA the company had implemented social
distancing requirements, distributed masks, reg-
ularly sanitized the facility and provided infor-
mation about COVID-19 to employees before
the outbreak, state records show. Roxann For-
kan, the company’s occupational health and
safety manager, also told Oregon OSHA the
company had invited local public health offi-
cials to visit the facility and recommend best
safety practices.

Pool Radway said she was under the impres-
sion the complaint her organization filed would
have prompted an inspection from Oregon
OSHA.

But that didn’t happen at Bornstein Sea-
foods, nor in response to multiple COVID-19
safety complaints against Pacific Seafood or
frozen potato processor Lamb Weston, which
reported a combined 677 coronavirus cases
across eight work sites and are responsible for
two of the five-worst workplace outbreaks in
the state.
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Retired Maj. Gen. Robert (Bob) John
Sunell passed away on Aug. 8, 2020.

He was born on June 5, 1929, in Asto-
ria, Oregon, the son of Ernest
and Grace Sunell. Bob gradu-
ated from Astoria High School
in 1948, and attended the Uni-
versity of Oregon.

He married JoAnn Toika of
Astoria in 1951, and they had
three children. He joined the
National Guard following high
school, and transitioned to the
regular U.S. Army after college.

His Army career spanned
more than 33 years of active ser-
vice and 32 moves, including overseas
tours of duty in the Korean and Vietnam
wars, and numerous tours in Germany,
where he also served as an exchange offi-
cer with the Royal Tank Regiment of the
British Army.

He graduated from the Army War Col-
lege in 1973. He held multiple positions
that significantly impacted the develop-
ment of the Army’s armored force. Bob’s
peers have referred to him as the father of
the modern tank.

Bob assumed command of the 11th
Armored Cavalry Regiment (Blackhorse
Regiment) in Fulda, Germany, in 1978. He
was promoted to brigadier general while
in command of the 11th Cavalry, the only
general to command the regiment. Col-
leagues have commented that this assign-
ment was the one he was the proudest of,
and meant the most to him.

Bob was promoted to major general as
project manager of the M1 Abrams Tank in
Michigan. There he conceived the idea for
a family of armored vehicles to replace the
armored force as it became obsolete.

Upon retirement in 1987, Bob, with
his wife, JoAnn, formed a consulting firm
which worked closely with U.S. and allied
militaries to improve international coop-
eration through common equipment and
methods.

Bob was also a contract professional
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for several companies involved in training
simulation, robotics, artificial intelligence
and armaments for future combat vehicles.

Bob was an innovative thinker
and leader. He received numer-
ous honors throughout his life.
He was decorated with the Dis-
tinguished Service Medal, Silver
Star, Legion of Merit (twice),
Bronze Star, Air Medal (twice),
Meritorious Service Award and
the Army Commendation Medal,
among many others.

He was a member of the
Saab-sponsored Swedish Sci-
ence Council, U.S. Army Asso-
ciation, Calvary and Armor Association
and Blackhorse Association.

Bob loved the Army, but enjoyed his
retirement in Queen’s Lake, Virginia,
and later Patriots Colony, Virginia (both
near Williamsburg). He was proud of his
Finnish heritage, and was instrumental in
maintaining family ties with relatives in
Finland.

He was an avid reader, golfer, fisherman,
hunter, gardener and sauna enthusiast.

Bob was devoted to his wife, JoAnn,
and their children. He was blessed with an
abundance of close friendships. He cher-
ished the time spent with his daughters,
their husbands and grandchildren.

Bob is survived by his daughters,
Perry Peterson (Art) and Dr. Patti John-
son (David); his grandchildren, Jake
Sunell Sigl (Geonni), Molly Peterson,
Andrea Peterson and Stacy Sunell; and his
great-grandson, Parker Eugene McGirr.

He was preceded in death by his wife,
JoAnn, and his son, Robert P. Sunell.

An interment with full military honors
will take place at Arlington National Cem-
etery on March 29, 2021.

Memorial contributions may be made
to: The Blackhorse Association, Attn:
Treasurer, Daniel M. Caughey, CPA, P.O.
Box 1712, Mill Valley, CA., 94942

The full obituary and condolences may
be viewed at nelsenwilliamsburg.com
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We’ve gone ABOVE & BEYOND to make
sure you are COMFORTABLE & SAFE
at your next dental visit.

Excellence in challenging conditions.
Diane G.

| saw the highest standard of health safety practices in effect
during my hygienist appointment today—much higher precau-
tions than I'd seen in a local hospital when having tests last
month. The new sanitation equipment and attention to patient
safety at Klemp Family Dentistry is in keeping with a dental
practice | consider cutting edge with respect to all my dental
needs. It’s wonderful having a world class dental practice here
at the coast, one where | can have procedures performed for
which | used to have to travel to a specialist in Portland. | have
been a patient of several local dentists in the past, but none
had the skill and, more importantly, the attention to patient
comfort that Dr Klemp provides.
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KLEMP FAMILY DENTISTRY

1006 West Marine Drive, Astoria
(503) 468-0116
www.klempfamilydentistry.com
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