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Malheur County grapples with acute labor shortage

BY PAT CALDWELL
Malheur Enterprise

At Brewsky’s Broiler in On-
tario, business is on a solid up-
swing.

In Vale, Mal’s Diner rou-
tinely reaches its state-man-
dated COVID capacity for cus-
tomers.

As fewer COVID-19 restric-
tions pay off for local restau-
rants with more customers, a
tight local labor pool threatens
to put a crimp in the modest
boom.

Finding employees was a se-
rious issue for many restaurant
owners during the past four
weeks and now has reached a
critical mass.

“T have gone from selecting
the right candidate to hire to
this year begging anyone to ap-
ply;” said Malinda Castleberry,
owner of Mals.

Kathy Saldana, owner of
A Street Tavern in Vale and
Quins Bar in Ontario, said she’s
never seen a labor shortage as
severe as it is now.

“This is bad. It makes it to
the point where you just kind
of thank God you have team
players, but you don’t want to
burn them out and you don’t
want to get burned out,” said
Saldana.

At Ogawas Wicked Sushi,
Burgers And Bowls in Ontario,
a shortage of workers forced
the restaurant to cut back its
hours.

Cindy Lynch, co-owner of
Brewsky’s Broiler, also said her
restaurant struggles to find em-
ployees. Lynch said she believes
a combination of generous fed-
eral unemployment benefits
and uncertainty regarding state
COVID-19 restrictions keep
potential employees at home.

“They think “why would I
take a job in a restaurant that

may get closed again,” said
Lynch.

Plaza Inn owner Jason
Jungling said he, too, believes
potential employees are appre-
hensive of COVID-19.

“You know, if I get a job at
a restaurant, is my job safe
with the next shutdown?” said
Jungling.

Jungling encountered dif-
ficulty finding employees,
though his core group — in-
cluding three cooks — re-
mained consistent through
the shutdowns. That’s been a
saving grace, said Jungling, es-
pecially as business climbed.
In March, he said, the Plaza
Inn hit a record in terms of
volume.

“In April, we've noticed
a little bit of a drop-off. But
business is still good. We are
averaging $3,000 a day and,
on the weekend, $4,000,” said
Jungling.

Shortage of workers was a
problem before the pandemic
hit, said Andrea Testi, director
of the Treasure Valley Com-
munity College Small Business
Development Center, but fed-
eral stimulus payouts are also
not helping.

“It has been exacerbated, in
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