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OSHA to 1mplement new protectlons for farm laborers

By GEORGE PLAVEN
Capital Press

PORTLAND — Oregon
OSHA announced emer-
gency rules Tuesday to pro-
tect agricultural workers
from potential outbreaks of
COVID-19 in labor camps
this harvest season.

Farms will be required to
provide more portable toi-
lets and handwashing sta-
tions for workers in the
field, maintain a minimum
distance of 6 feet between
beds in housing units and
appoint one or more “social
distancing officers” on the
job — among other provi-
sions approved by the state’s

Occupational Health and
Safety Administration.
The new regulations

take effect May 11, as har-
vest approaches for labor-in-
tensive crops like pears and
cherries in the Columbia
River Gorge.

“It’s going to be a hard-
ship for our growers,” said
Mike Doke, executive direc-
tor of Columbia Gorge Fruit
Growers. “Housing is going
to be an issue.”

Two groups, the Ore-
gon Law Center and Vir-
ginia  Garcia Memorial
Health Center, petitioned
Oregon OSHA in March to
adopt safeguards for migrant
and seasonal workers who
may be at risk of spread-

ing COVID-19. There are
approximately 160,000
farmworkers and their fam-
ilies statewide, according to
the petition.

Michael Wood, admin-
istrator for Oregon OSHA,
said the rule is temporary
and will remain in effect
until no later than Oct. 28.

“This temporary rule
reflects the need to rapidly
address COVID-19 in oper-
ations where the nature of
the work — and the spaces
in which that work occurs —

raise particularly daunting
challenges,” Wood said. “At
the same time, it accounts for
the feasibility issues employ-
ers may encounter as they
step up to fulfill these new
responsibilities.”

Provisions under the rule
include:

* Employers must pro-
vide at least one portable toi-
let and handwashing station
per 10 workers. The current
standard is one station per 20
workers.

¢ Toilets and handwash-
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A worker dumps cherries from his picking bucket into a bin at an orchard. Oregon OSHA has
issued new rules for keeping farmworkers separated.

ing facilities must be sani-
tized at least three times per
day.

¢ Unrelated workers can-
not share bunk beds in hous-
ing units.

* All beds must be sepa-
rated by at least 6 feet, or an
impermeable barrier.

e Farms that provide
transportation for workers
must ensure 3 feet of dis-
tance in vehicles during
travel, and drivers and pas-
sengers must wear facial
coverings. High-contact

areas in vehicles must also
be sanitized before each trip,
or at least twice daily if in
continuous use.

Oregon OSHA reviewed
more than 120 public com-
ments before issuing the
final rule. The Oregon Farm
Bureau opposed it, argu-
ing certain measures would
be expensive and impracti-
cal at a time when farms are
already operating on thin
margins.

More than two-thirds of
farm labor camps in Oregon
are in Wasco and Hood River
counties, where producers
grow most of the state’s cher-
ries and pears, respectively.

Doke, with the Colum-
bia Gorge Fruit Growers,
said distancing requirements
mean fewer beds will be
available for workers, which
in turn means less crop may
end up being picked.

“If we lose a quarter or
a third of housing, we’re
going to lose that labor force.
There’s nowhere else for
them to stay,” Doke said.
“Hopefully, there will be
some ways to figure this
out.”

Adam McCarthy, a sec-
ond-generation tree fruit
grower in the Hood River
Valley, has about 350 acres,
most of which is pear trees.
He typically hires about
50 seasonal workers on the
farm during peak season

in August and September,
though housing restrictions
mean he could lose about
half his available beds.

Workers might be able
to stay in nearby motels,
McCarthy said. He is also
checking whether the Fed-
eral Emergency Manage-
ment Agency might be able
to provide trailers for tempo-
rary housing.

“Or else, I won’t get my
crop harvested or picked in
time,” he said.

Growers are already
struggling due to declin-
ing market conditions for
pears. The price for a bin of
Red Anjous is below $100,
McCarthy said, the lowest
since the late 1990s.

Green Anjous, mean-
while, are selling for around
$150 per bin, McCarthy
said. The break-even price is
around $200 per bin.

“It’s a pretty difficult time
in the industry,” he said.

While prices are down,
McCarthy said  growers
increasingly cannot afford
additional requirements like
more handwashing stations
at $5,000 to $6,000 each.
He figures more orchards
will struggle to stay in busi-
ness as they adapt to the
pandemic.

“Unfortunately for grow-
ers, I think we’re going to
bear most of the costs,” he
said.
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Tyson still awaiting tests following
President Trump’s executive order

By JEDIDIAH MAYNES
Walla Walla Union-Bulletin

WALLULA, Wash. —
An executive order from
President Donald Trump that
classifies meat processing
plants as critical infrastruc-
ture brought more questions
than answers for Tyson Fresh
Meats in Wallula.

Tuesday’s order, accord-
ing to The Associated Press,
uses the Defense Production
Act to mark the facilities as
critical in order to prevent a
shortage of chicken, pork and
other meat on supermarket
shelves.

Local officials  were
caught off guard by the order.

“The county has no com-
ment at this time,” Walla
Walla County Emergency
Management Director Liz
Jessee said. Jessee is also
serving as a public informa-
tion official for the county’s
Department of Community
Health during the COVID-19
pandemic.

A Tyson spokesperson
said this morning the com-
pany will work with the
USDA on next steps.

“We appreciate the admin-
istration’s efforts to help the
food supply chain, and we
remain committed to pro-
tecting the safety of our team
members as we continue our
efforts to keep feeding Amer-
ican families,” said Hli Yang,
senior communications spe-
cialist for Arkansas-based
Tyson, via email.

However, it was unclear if
Tyson plans on sending work-
ers back soon or not.

The return of workers at
the facility depends on “a
variety of factors,” including
how long it takes coronavirus
test results to return, Yang
said.

She said the company will
work with local health offi-
cials to conduct education
for workers regarding CDC
guidelines and preventing the
spread of the virus.

The plant was partially

shut down last week as
remaining meat was pro-
cessed and workers were sent
home following testing.

The test results are
expected today, Jessee said.

“We were hoping to have
some information (Tuesday),
but that didn’t happen,” Jes-
see said.

About 1400  people
are employed at the Wal-
lula facility. Between Walla
Walla, Benton and Franklin
counties, 125 workers have
tested positive for corona-
virus and one employee has
reportedly died, as of Tues-
day afternoon.

More than 20 meatpack-
ing plants have been tem-
porarily closed, according
to the AP, including Walla
Walla County’s second larg-
est employer.

The president’s order
came a day after Tyson Foods
Inc. placed a full-page ad in
The New York Times, claim-
ing the “food supply chain is
breaking.”
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3 Vancouver officers shoot
man who refused commands

VANCOUVER, Wash. — Vancouver
police say three of their officers shot some-
one who refused commands to drop sharp-
ened objects they were holding on Tuesday
morning.

Officers responded to a call about two
people fighting in central Vancouver, police
said on Twitter.

When they arrived, officers found one
person unconscious lying on the ground and
the other person refused officers’ commands
to drop “sharpened objects” he was holding,
police said.

Three officers fired at the person.

No officers were injured. The condition of
the person shot wasn’t released.

The Regional Independent Investiga-
tive Team, led by the Clark County Sheriff’s
Office, is investigating.

Coeur d’Alene Casino
partially reopens

WORLEY, Idaho — The Coeur d’Alene
Casino has reopened some of its restaurants
with social distancing efforts in place and

face mask requirements.

KREM reports the tribal casino closed
on March 20, five days before Idaho Gov.
Brad Little announced a statewide stay-at-
home order. The order is set to expire on
May 1.

All casino employees kept their jobs,
wages and benefits during the closure,
though only essential employees continued
to come to work.

Heather Keen, a spokeswoman for the
casino, said some restaurants are open with
enhanced cleaning protocols and reduced
seating capacity.

“Notably different than other businesses
currently operating, face masks or face cov-
erings will be required for everyone on the
casino property,” Keen said.

Neither the Coeur d’Alene Reservation
or Benewah County have had any con-
firmed COVID-19 cases to date.

The Coeur d’Alene Tribal Council
appointed a task force to plan for the phased
reopening of the reservation and tribal enti-
ties. The group will regularly review local
coronavirus data and trends, and provide
recommendations to the Tribal Council as
the situation changes.

— Associated Press
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