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Baker School District students will start their 

Christmas vacation on Dec. 18.

But whether they will return to their classrooms 

on Jan. 4, 2021 — one day per week, for those from 

seventh through 12th grades — remains uncertain.

Mark Witty, Baker Schools superintendent, said 

recently that if the recent trend in the number of new 

COVID-19 infections continues in Baker County, the 

district, under current state guidelines, would have 

to revert to online classes only for all students in the 

new year.

This is not necessary, and it should not happen.

Gov. Kate Brown should ensure that Baker stu-

dents from kindergarten through sixth grade contin-

ue to have the option to learn in classrooms each day 

rather than watching a computer screen.

And the governor should also consider allowing 

older students to spend more than one day per week 

in the classroom.

November was Baker County’s worst month dur-

ing the pandemic, statistically speaking, with 141 

new virus cases. The trend has continued during the 

fi rst week of December, with a daily record of 18 new 

cases on Dec. 3. More than half of the county’s 335 

total cases, as of Tuesday, were reported since Nov. 1.

But Baker schools are not the problem.

Nancy Staten, director of the Baker County Health 

Department, has said repeatedly that the main 

sources of the late autumn surge are parties and 

other social gatherings.

As of Tuesday, of the 716 elementary students who 

have been attending in-person classes four days per 

week since Oct. 14, just six have tested positive for 

COVID-19. There have been no cases among middle 

school or high school students, who returned to in-

person classes, on one day per week, on Nov. 9. Just 

four district employees have tested positive since 

July 1, and the most recent case, reported Dec. 3, 

was the fi rst among school staff since summer. Both 

Witty, Staten and Dr. Eric Lamb, the county’s public 

health offi cer, have said there’s no evidence that any 

students or staff was infected at school.

Moreover, the protocols that the school district has 

employed, including mask requirements, frequent 

sanitation and having students and staff stay home 

temporarily if they had been in close contact with 

someone who tested positive, have proved to be ef-

fective in preventing the virus from spreading inside 

schools.

The rapid rise in COVID-19 cases in Baker County 

over the past several weeks is troubling, to be sure.

If more people are vigilant in wearing masks when 

they can’t maintain distancing, and in eschewing the 

sorts of gatherings that can facilitate the spread of 

the virus, then the county can reverse the trend.

We’ve shown that’s possible. Between Oct. 10-23, 

the county reported only one new case.

But regardless of the county numbers, so long as 

Baker schools continue to succeed at preventing the 

virus from spreading, students, who derive undeni-

able benefi ts, both academic and social, from attend-

ing classes in person, shouldn’t be punished.

— Jayson Jacoby, Baker City Herald editor

Keep our 
students 
in school

Cancel useless pandemic rules
By Faye Flam

A clutter of unhelpful pandemic rules 
is wearing people down. One-way sys-
tems in stores, outdoor mask mandates, 
ceaselessly cleaning groceries and 
packages — should these things be our 
top priorities for limiting the spread of 
COVID-19?

Harvard’s Joseph Allen is an associ-
ate professor of exposure assessment 
science and one of the world’s experts 
on why some indoor spaces are worse 
than others for spreading viruses. Like 
other experts, he agrees that poorly 
ventilated indoor sites are the prime 
spreading ground for SARS-CoV-2. So 
the longer people spend in any indoor 
space with other people, the greater the 
risk they pose to themselves and others.

I asked him: Wouldn’t it be better if 
we did away with the one-way system 
so that people could dispatch with 
their grocery shopping quickly, without 
having to endure long waits behind 
price-comparers or other slowpokes? 
The answer is yes. Eliminating those 
annoying arrows would probably make 
shopping safer as well as less stressful.

Businesses are, of course, free to 
impose their own rules, but it’s unlikely 
many would knowingly make shopping 
less safe. The fault lies with the public 
health community for being too shy in 
talking about which rules don’t help, 
leaving us with a tangle of rules and 
recommendations — and pandemic 
fatigue.

State rules have an even bigger effect 
on our lives and are often thrown at 
people with no transparency. My state 
of Rhode Island has recently become 
one of the worst fi ve states for per-capi-
ta infections, despite getting praise from 
Anthony Fauci, director of the National 
Institute of Allergy and Infectious Dis-
eases, at the end of the summer for our 
strict rules and good compliance. With 
cases already climbing in late Novem-
ber, Gov. Gina Raimondo held a press 
conference where she scolded citizens 
for not following the rules.

Soon afterward, a talk radio host 
voiced what I was thinking. Who are 
these people fi lling up the hospitals? 
Where do they live? What kind of work 
do they do? Do we have any idea how 
they got the virus? And which rules, 
exactly, were they breaking?

As risk communication consultant 
Peter Sandman has said early in the 
pandemic, a public health policy that 
people don’t follow is a failed policy. 
That means even a really solid, science-

based set of rules can fail if it’s not com-
municated with a clear rationale.

In Massachusetts, Gov. Charlie Baker 
has focused his latest round of rules on 
outdoor mask wearing — something 
that many experts have said is unlikely 
to help since the virus is extremely un-
likely to be transmitted over distances 
outside. The British Scientifi c Advisory 
Group for Emergencies has deemed 
outdoor mask wearing of negligible 
benefi t.

Baker’s ruling prompted Harvard 
epidemiologist Julia Marcus to suggest 
in Boston.com that he’s playing pan-
demic theater. “Arbitrary public health 
rules are a way to break the public’s 
trust, which is essential to keeping 
people engaged in public health efforts,” 
she told a reporter for the site. “I think a 
mandate like this — that people know 
is arbitrary — is going to do more to 
reduce trust than it will to reduce infec-
tions.”

Harvard’s William Hanage, who stud-
ies infectious disease dynamics, told me 
that people don’t need more rules. They 
need more information about how the 
virus is transmitted so they can take 
steps to avoid it. “When you phrase 
things in terms of rules, it leads people 
to try to come up with ways to get 
around those rules,” he says.

Rules can become a form of misin-
formation. The rules in many states 
seem to suggest that walking outside is 
dangerous and eating in a restaurant is 
safe, but Hanage says the truth is the 
other way around.

Baker has justifi ed his outdoor mask 
mandate by saying it sends a message. 
The message I heard was that the rules 
are not chosen for our health and wel-
fare but to make our political leaders 
look like they are doing something.

Rules should only be decreed along 
with evidence for their benefi t, argued 
statistician and risk communication ex-
pert David Spiegelhalter in a piece for 
The Guardian: “Too often, the message 
is shaped by communication profession-
als working to ensure the greatest num-
ber of people ‘get the message’ rather 
than thinking about how to present 
the evidence so the greatest number of 
people can understand it, trust it, and 
then decide for themselves.”

I hear from diverse readers who want 
to do the right thing, but need to know 
where to focus their efforts. A farmer in 
Florida recently wrote to me about the 
pandemic fatigue that’s affecting him 
and his neighbors. “What happens here 

is that we get worn out, beaten down 
and overloaded such that no matter 
how well-intentioned we are we are 
prone to latch onto something wrong.”

“So I think people here get it that 
it’s serious … they like their neighbors 
and don’t want them dead,” he wrote. 
But they’re wondering how much effort 
to put into disinfecting groceries and 
kitchen counters — something that 
some media outlets recommended in 
the spring, as well as wearing gloves at 
the gas station, disinfecting credit cards 
and letting packages sit outside for a 
few days before opening them.

Harvard disease expert Hanage says 
that the science to date points to the 
primary risk coming from what he calls 
the three C’s — close contact, closed 
spaces and crowds. He says in Japan, 
where they’ve had few COVID-19 
deaths, people are advised to avoid 
these — not just to wear masks in these 
situations but to limit them or avoid 
them altogether.

One place where the informational 
clutter can get sorted out is the CDC. 
In an encouraging trend, the agency 
is starting to make recommendations 
by explaining why they’re likely to 
improve public health. The agency 
cited good reasons people should avoid 
traveling for the holidays, including 
many combinations of those three C’s.  
They’ve just issued new guidelines 
recommending masks when people are 
indoors outside their homes or cannot 
stay more than 6 feet away from other 
people. And they’ve just shortened the 
quarantine period for people exposed to 
the virus from 14 days to 10, or seven 
if you get a test at the end. Again, the 
rationale was explained — some cases 
can incubate for two full weeks, but 
most people develop symptoms sooner. 
A shorter quarantine period can still 
cut down on transmission and will get 
better compliance.

It would be wonderful if the CDC 
could also start telling us which rules 
and recommendations are unlikely 
to work, so we can all concentrate on 
the ones that will. There’s some denial 
out there, but there’s also enormous 
curiosity and willingness to help. It’s a 
resource we can’t afford to keep squan-
dering.

Faye Flam is a Bloomberg Opinion

columnist. She has a degree in geophysics 

from the California Institute of Technology.
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