
 

To: Management-Labor Advisory Committee, Subcommittee on COVID-19 

Submitted via email to cara.l.filsinger@oregon.gov  

From:  Jenny Dresler, Oregon Farm Bureau Federation 

Date: October 28, 2020 

Re: Designation of Workplace Outbreaks  

  

Thank you for your service on the Management-Labor Advisory Committee (MLAC) 

Subcommittee on COVID-19 and the opportunity to continue to provide feedback on 

whether presumption for COVID-19 as described in Legislative Concept 9 (LC 9) is 

warranted.  

As a reference, the Oregon Farm Bureau Federation (OFB) is the state’s largest general 

agricultural association, representing nearly 7,000 family farms and ranches in every 

corner of Oregon. The Subcommittee received written and verbal testimony from OFB 

at its October 9, 2020 meeting in opposition to the presumption for COVID-19 proposed 

in LC 9. We don’t believe the data supports a presumption of COVID-19 for the 

agricultural sector.  

Last Friday the Oregon Trial Lawyers Association proposed amendments to LC 9 that 

again apply presumption of COVID-19 in the workplace to the agricultural sector. We 

oppose these amendments, because they aren’t supported by available data. Existing 

data shows that nearly all of the workers’ compensation claims filed by agricultural 

employees for COVID-19 exposure are being accepted. LC 9 inappropriately applies 

presumption to all agriculture and reforestation workers, who are already receiving 

coverage when they file a claim. LC 9 is a solution in search of a problem. 

Today, we appreciate the opportunity to provide the Subcommittee with information 

related to workplace outbreaks. It is a misnomer that “workplace outbreaks,” as 

reported by the Oregon Health Authority (OHA), are initiated at a place of work. An 

OHA-reported workplace outbreak is simply five or more positive COVID-19 cases 

associated with a workplace. That designation does not indicate whether that exposure 

occurred at work or through community spread, and OHA does not update its outbreak 

data to reflect contact tracing. Although the media has attributed workplace outbreaks 

to agriculture and businesses generally, existing data doesn’t reveal a significant risk of 
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COVID-19 exposure in an agricultural workplace. Social gatherings outside of work hours 

continue to play a role in fueling COVID-19 spread. See experts below: 

“Nearly 60 incoming seasonal contract strawberry harvest workers for Planasa 

Oregon Operations LLC on Short Road in Klamath Falls tested positive for COVID-

19 before they started work about two weeks ago. The outbreak is linked to 

workers who were tested before going to work at the Short Road facility in 

Klamath Falls, The Herald and News reported.” (Associated Press. October 12, 

2020. Virus outbreak affects dozens of strawberry harvest workers. 

https://apnews.com/article/virus-outbreak-public-health-health-klamath-falls-

oregon-3ad0d7ce8f21a45163ea7334925f3a51)  

“Again, [COVID-19] is a community acquired infection. Household transmission 

plays a huge role in the transmission of disease…the initial cluster that we 

identified was related to a Labor Day gathering not associated with Pacific 

Seafoods.” (Dr. Emilio DeBess. Oregon Health Authority. Pacific Seafoods Town 

Hall. October 2, 2020: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_5NaVayyA-o at 

8:15:00)  

“The Douglas County COVID-19 Response Team said the increase has been 
linked to an outbreak at the Norris Farms, which has to date reported 22 cases 
with positive tests. That figure may also include household members and 
other close contacts of those workers… the increase in positive tests at Norris 
Farms is not totally unexpected because many workers come from other 
states, some of which are hot spots for COVID-19 cases. Paul Norris, owner of 
Norris Farms in Umpqua, said he’s been doing preemptive testing throughout 
the season.” (Carisa Cegavske and Dan Bain. The News-Review. July 24, 2020. 
Norris Farms outbreak linked to 20 new COVID-19 cases in Douglas County. 
http://www.nrtoday.com/news/health/coronavirus/norris-farms-outbreak-
linked-to-20-new-covid-19-cases-in-douglas-county/article_42ccac00-17c3-
5e53-ad0e-2c8f12551275.html ) 

“Public health investigators with Oregon Health Authority and Multnomah and 
Washington counties say the outbreak currently affects a total of 48 of about 
350 people who arrived in the Portland metro area May 23 and 24 to harvest 
fruit from Townsend-owned sites in Fairview and Cornelius. The individuals are 
believed to have been exposed to the virus prior to coming to Oregon .” 
(Oregon Health Authority. May 28, 2020. OHA partnering with multiple 
agencies to investigate COVID-19 outbreak at two Townsend Farms 
siteshttps://www.oregon.gov/oha/ERD/Pages/OHA-partnering-with-multiple-
agencies-to-investigate-COVID-19-outbreak-at-two-Townsend-Farms-sites.aspx) 

Employee health and safety are very important to our members. As shown by the data 

collected by Oregon OSHA (OR-OSHA), Oregon’s farmers and ranchers have overcome 

unprecedented challenges in keeping their workplaces safe from the spread of COVID-

19. Oregon’s farms are pre-screening workers for COVID-19; that is what is 
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recommended by our public health experts. And as you can see from the excerpts 

above, employers that voluntarily pre-screen employees for the presence of COVID-19 

are considered “workplace outbreaks” if five or more employees, or associated 

household members, test positive for COVID-19, regardless of where the exposure 

originated.  

Given this information, we don’t believe that the number of “workplace outbreaks” 

associated with an industry sector is an appropriate metric for considering whether 

presumption of COVID-19 in the workplace should apply.  

Thank you for the opportunity to comment today. For more information, please contact 

Jenny Dresler at jenny@pacounsel.org.  
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