
1/22/2021 Meatpacking plants have become coronavirus hotspots across the U.S. In Virginia, no one's giving workers much information. - Virginia …

https://www.virginiamercury.com/2020/04/27/meatpacking-plants-have-become-coronavirus-hotspots-across-the-u-s-in-virginia-no-ones-giving-worker… 1/4

    

Meatpacking plants have become coronavirus
hotspots across the U.S. In Virginia, no one’s giving
workers much information.
By  Sarah Vogelsong  - April 27, 2020

As meatpacking plants across the United States become coronavirus hotspots,
some Virginia poultry workers say that cases in the commonwealth’s processing
facilities exceed company-provided �gures and are not consistently revealed to
employees.

“Word of mouth was that we have maybe 10 or more cases up there, but us
employees were only told about two cases,” said Kita Davis, a wing packer at
Tyson’s Temperanceville plant on the Eastern Shore. “We found out about three
cases through Facebook.”

Meatpacking is big business in Virginia. In tallying up the state’s most important
agricultural products, August 2019 data from the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s
Economic Research Service ranked broilers — the term used for chickens raised for
meat rather than eggs — No. 1 and cattle and calves No. 2, which together are
responsible for more than $1.3 billion in cash receipts. 

Not all of that meat ends up at Virginia facilities, but a list provided by the state
Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services includes 122 meat processing
plants in the commonwealth that are inspected by the state and federal
government. 

The Tyson processing plant in Glen Allen is one of 122 meat processing facilities in Virginia. (Sarah Vogelsong/Virginia Mercury)
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While some companies will disclose whether any cases have occurred at their
plants — Cargill spokeswoman April Nelson con�rmed a case at the company’s
Timberville location and said there were none at its Dayton facility on April 17 —
many do not, citing employee privacy concerns. 

Diana Souder, Perdue Farms’ director of corporate communications, on April 15
said there had been “a limited number of cases in our facilities” but the company
had “decided not to specify every individual case moving forward out of respect for
our associates’ privacy under applicable con�dentiality guidelines.” 

Smith�eld Foods, headquartered in Smith�eld, Va., has taken a similar tack. In
response to an inquiry about whether the Virginia packing plant had any con�rmed
cases, a spokesperson directed the Mercury to the company website, which states
that “out of respect for our employees’ legal privacy, we will not con�rm COVID-19
cases in our facilities.”

Tyson did not respond to two emails from the Mercury, but on Friday, the
Temperanceville complex’s human resources manager, Marco Northway,
announced in a post on the facility’s Facebook page that the plant would not be
operating either shift that day.

“As a precautionary measure we will be performing a deep cleanse of the
processing plant” on April 24, 25 and 26, the statement read. No cases were cited. 

State also mum on numbers

Privacy concerns have also dominated reporting decisions for the Virginia
Department of Health.

Asked whether VDH was aware of any coronavirus cases among workers at
processing facilities in the commonwealth, Marian Hunter, a spokeswoman for the
department, said that per state code, “neither the name of any person reported to
VDH nor the name of any person making a report shall be disclosed to the public.”

Further, she noted, because the relevant section of code de�nes a “person” as an
“individual, corporation, partnership or other legal entity,” the department “cannot
release the name of an individual, corporation, partnership or other legal entity
that made a disease report.”

Jonathan Richardson, chief operating of�cer of the Eastern Shore Health District,
also con�rmed that “VDH practice is not to provide names of facilities involved in
outbreaks,” although he noted, “We do strongly encourage facilities to provide
messaging to their staff and the public when an outbreak occurs.”

On Friday, Virginia Health Commissioner Dr. Norman Oliver acknowledged that
COVID-19 cases had been con�rmed among poultry workers but said that he “can’t
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really say anything more.”

“The local health department, the department of agriculture, community
organizations and local of�cials have all been in discussion with plant managers
about that,” he said. “Plant management has taken measures to protect workers.
We have been in discussion about other measures to make sure workers are
protected.”

But several workers, some speaking on condition of anonymity because of fears
they would lose their jobs, said that plant managers are not consistently informing
employees about cases in their facilities.

One employee at the Perdue plant in Accomac on the Eastern Shore said workers
had only been noti�ed of one case in the facility but knew of numerous others,
including a woman who she said had washed her hands next to her in the
bathroom and later contracted the virus and died. 

Asked whether Perdue had a policy of notifying all employees at a facility if
someone there was diagnosed with COVID-19, Souder said the company followed
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention guidance, including interviews and
review of internal camera footage to determine who the associate may have been
in “close contact” with, de�ned as “within six feet and longer than 10 minutes.”
Potentially exposed workers were then noti�ed and provided “guidance for
conducting a risk assessment of their potential exposure using CDC guidelines.”

Workers ‘starting to organize their own game plan’

The workers who spoke with the Mercury described a scenario in which a lack of
information has fueled widespread fears, increased absenteeism and an uptick in
conversations about organizing.

“The workers are starting to stop listening to their management, and the workers
are starting to organize their own game plan,” said an Accomac Perdue employee.

In Timberville, action has already unfolded. On April 3, more than two dozen
workers at the Pilgrim’s Pride Timberville plant staged a protest outside the facility
after hearing that an employee had tested positive for COVID-19.

“They worked us all day, they didn’t tell us, and we didn’t know how long that they
known,” a worker told WHSV in the Shenandoah Valley, which broke the story. The
station also reported that a Pilgrim’s Pride spokesperson declined to con�rm
whether there had been a case or not.

At the Perdue facility in Accomac, two employees who contacted the Mercury said
some workers who weren’t actually ill have been calling in sick because they fear
they can’t avoid contracting the virus inside the plant
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“I’m trying to get a leave, but they said they’re not really giving out leave right now,”
said one.

A Tyson Temperanceville employee described a similar situation in an email: “Due
to the enormity of call outs. Whether people are sick or just avoiding the dangers
in the plant I have been forced to do work I’m not even trained to do.”

Davis, who said she thinks the Temperanceville plant ought to be shut down for at
least 14 days, said she hadn’t been in to work for a week. 

“I understand they can’t release the names due to patient privacy,” said Davis. “But I
feel like they can have a meeting with us and say, you know, as of this date we have
such and such cases in the plant.”

Sarah Vogelsong
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Northam urges ‘larger role’ for feds on poultry worker
safety but advocates press state to step up
By  Sarah Vogelsong  - April 30, 2020

In the wake of President Donald Trump’s executive order Tuesday invoking the
Defense Production Act to ensure meat processing facilities remain open during
the coronavirus pandemic, Gov. Ralph Northam is calling on the administration to
provide additional assistance to protect plant workers.

“If we declare that workers at meat processing plants are essential, then it is
imperative that we continue to support their health and well-being,” said Northam
at his regular Wednesday press conference.

A car at an April 27 rally on the Eastern Shore in support of protecting poultry processing plant workers from COVID-19. (Legal Aid Justice
Center)
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“I sincerely hope that with this executive order, the president is signaling that the
federal government will play a much larger role in keeping the employees of these
meat processing plants safe and provide federal support to ensure every worker
has protection, including adequate (personal protective equipment),” he continued.

Northam’s remarks followed the deployment this week of a team from the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention to Virginia’s Eastern Shore, which has seen
emerging outbreaks of COVID-19 at the Tyson Foods and Perdue Farms processing
plants in Temperanceville and Accomac, respectively. 

On Wednesday morning, Virginia Department of Health Eastern Region Public
Information Of�cer Larry Hill said that four CDC representatives had already
arrived on the Eastern Shore, with others expected later in the day.

“There’s more coming, we’re just not sure what kind of representation they’re
sending to us yet,” said Hill.

The Department of Health has refused to con�rm numbers of COVID-19 cases at
individual poultry processing facilities, but of�cials at the Eastern Shore’s sole
hospital, Riverside Shore Memorial, told The Washington Post this week that there
have been nearly 100 cases linked to the Tyson plant and about 80 linked to the
Perdue plant.

VDH numbers updated Wednesday morning counted 265 con�rmed COVID-19
cases in the Eastern Shore Health District, which encompasses Accomack and
Northampton counties. With 679 total tests recorded in the district, that equates
to a nearly 40 percent diagnosis rate. 

But while the Northam administration’s move to bring in federal assistance to deal
with the poultry processing problem drew regional praise, some worker advocates
cautioned that little progress can be made unless enforceable health and safety
standards are put in place to protect workers. 

“We’re asking more of” these workers, said Jason Yarashes, an attorney with the
Legal Aid Justice Center who has been closely involved with efforts to seek more
robust protections for Virginia’s poultry plant employees. “What are we going to do
for them?”

The CDC this weekend issued new federal guidelines for meat processing workers,
including recommendations that facilities modify their labor lines to ensure six feet
of distance between employees and stagger arrival and departure times.

But those recommendations don’t have much teeth, cautioned Yarashes.

“This is a problem across the country. (The Occupational Safety and Health
Administration) has a lot of recommendations. CDC has a lot of recommendations.
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But there’s no enforceable regulations,” he said.

The Legal Aid Justice Center is one of several groups that have urged the Northam
administration to use its emergency powers to institute more robust regulations
that would give enforcement power to the Virginia Occupational Safety and Health
Program under the Department of Labor and Industry.

A DOLI of�cial did not respond to a request for information about complaints and
inspections related to Virginia meat processing facilities.
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Virginia o�cials backed off push to close Shore
poultry plants for two weeks to �ght pandemic
By  Sarah Vogelsong  - August 31, 2020

A legislative attempt to force Virginia to reveal more information about COVID-19
outbreaks in the state’s poultry plants and other workplaces, introduced after
months of stonewalling from Virginia health of�cials and their insistence that the
plants are entitled to privacy protections, stalled Wednesday with no prospect of
being revived until 2021.

The demise of the bill by Sen. Lynwood Lewis, who represents the poultry-heavy
Eastern Shore, was another blow to workers and activists who have long sought
details about the extent of the transmission of COVID-19 in poultry plants, which
began in April and ultimately led to more than 1,200 cases and 10 deaths in largely
minority and socioeconomically disadvantaged communities. 

The measure would not only have required companies with �ve or more COVID-19
cases at a worksite to report those cases to the Department of Health, but
compelled VDH to issue a weekly public report on that information.

“It is a bad situation for workers and for the community to not know what is
actually going on,” said Michael Snell-Feikema, a coordinator with Community
Solidarity with Poultry Workers, one of several groups that has been �ghting for
greater state disclosure regarding the outbreaks at plants on the Eastern Shore
and in the Shenandoah Valley. 
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“That’s not a good thing to be doing when you’re trying to build trust with the
community about dealing with the crisis,” he said. “I think that the public and
workers really have the right to know this, because it can be disclosed without
violating individual privacy.”

Because Virginia health of�cials and Gov. Ralph Northam’s administration have
taken a conservative — and much criticized —approach to how much information
they’ll disclose about coronavirus cases and outbreaks at individual businesses, it’s
been dif�cult to unravel what unfolded in the plants during the chaotic early
months of the pandemic. 

However, information obtained by the Mercury through a Freedom of Information
Act request paints a picture of anxious state and local health of�cials, including an
Eastern Shore hospital, who were so concerned about the rapid spread of the virus
at the Accomack County poultry plants that they advised shutting them down for
two weeks. 

That never happened. 

‘Insisting that plants not be identi�ed publicly’ 

The Virginia Department of Health says it backed away from the idea because of
the deployment of a team from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention to the region and mounting evidence that “strict adherence to
administrative, engineering and personal protective measures” are effective in
combating COVID-19. But emails obtained through FOIA show the department also
faced pressure from the poultry industry, with the plants staunchly opposing two-
week closures and one industry representative bristling at the idea that they were
being “blamed” for the spread of the virus. 

The emails also show the companies resisted the notion that the virus was
spreading at their plants and were dead set against making information about
outbreaks at their facilities public. “Companies have been cooperating but are
insisting that plants not be identi�ed publicly as having outbreak (sic) and do not
want the results of facility-wide testing shared,” one state of�cial wrote in another
email. 

Weeks later, one company would do an about-face: After plantwide testing at its
Temperanceville facility, Tyson Foods announced that of 1,282 employees, 257 had
tested positive — a 20 percent positivity rate. The majority of those workers were
asymptomatic.
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Workers enter Tyson’s Tempranceville plant Friday. (Jim Ritch/ Eastern Shore Post)

Still, Tyson Temperanceville remains an anomaly in Virginia. No other big poultry
company in the commonwealth has released facility counts since the start of the
pandemic. That doesn’t sit well with Lewis, who told the Mercury the public has
the right to know how many cases are in individual plants. 

Virginia of�cials have defended the policy of not revealing case counts for
individual facilities where outbreaks occurred by citing state code provisions
aimed at protecting the anonymity of individual patients, which Northam’s
administration interpreted as extending privacy protections to facilities. While the
Virginia Department of Health would later reverse that policy for nursing homes
after bipartisan pressure, it has remained mum on poultry plants, insisting the
state can investigate and handle cases in these facilities “without having to alert
the general public.”

On the Eastern Shore, the poultry plants are “a huge part of our economy,” Lewis
said. “And I respect that, and I am not trying to do anything that is anti-poultry
industry at all. I’m talking about public knowledge and information in an extreme
public health emergency.”

Nevertheless, Lewis on Tuesday told the Mercury he intends to let his legislation,
the only bill put forward during the General Assembly’s special session on COVID-
19 to address the dearth of public information on Virginia’s poultry plant outbreaks,
die in committee. He pointed to several issues with the measure, including its
inconsistency with emergency pandemic regulations for workplaces passed by
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Virginia’s Safety and Health Codes Board that order employers to report any
positive cases to VDH within 24 hours. 

Those regulations don’t include a public reporting requirement like that outlined in
Lewis’s bill, the senator acknowledged. But he said he believes a better version of
his legislation can be crafted by January, when the regular General Assembly
session begins, and that in the meantime the Northam administration could be
persuaded to change its interpretation of state privacy laws. 

That “interpretation, I think, is open to interpretation,” he said. “And I think we can
have some full and frank discussions as we go towards that.”

Poultry barns in Accomack County on the Eastern Shore. (Ned Oliver/Virginia Mercury)

Limited resources, vulnerable populations, little information

As a population, meatpacking plant workers have been one of the hardest hit by the
coronavirus pandemic. In June, rural news outlet The Daily Yonder found such
plants were “the largest single factor in COVID-19 hotspots in rural America,” with
the next largest being signi�cant populations of non-White people. 

A CDC report drawing on data from 23 states, including Virginia, found that in April
and May, more than 16,000 cases of COVID-19 had been detected in 239 meat and
poultry processing facilities. Of those, 87 percent of the cases were members of
racial and ethnic minorities. Among the reasons cited by the CDC for the
meatpacking plant spikes were “prolonged workplace contact,” workers’ tendency
to share transportation and live in congregate housing, and “frequent community
contact with fellow workers.” Others have hypothesized the low temperatures in
packing houses let the virus survive longer in the air or that the plants’
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sophisticated ventilation systems permit it to spread more rapidly and widely than
in other settings. 

Virginia of�cials were struck by the phenomenon. “Interestingly, these outbreaks
continue to hit similar packing plant operations across the country but we don’t
see similar outbreaks in manufacturing plants which do not include live animals
but have similar work conditions,” mused Eastern Shore Environmental Health
Manager Jon Richardson on April 22 in an email obtained through the Mercury’s
FOIA request. 

In the early weeks of the pandemic, Virginia would follow the pattern seen in the
rest of the nation, with outbreaks emerging at the state’s poultry plants
concentrated in the Eastern Shore and the Shenandoah Valley. By late April
of�cials had identi�ed outbreaks at 10 different plants owned by eight different
companies in both regions; emails show a small outbreak would later be detected
at an egg processing facility in the Mount Rogers Health District, southwest of the
Shenandoah district. Numbers especially appeared to be ticking up at an alarming
rate at the Eastern Shore’s two plants, the Tyson Foods facility at Temperanceville
and Perdue Farms’ Accomac plant. 

As in plant outbreaks elsewhere, of�cials realized that Virginia’s poultry cases were
disproportionately spreading among minority populations. In the Central
Shenandoah Health District in May, Hispanic or Latino people made up 42 percent
of all cases, even though they represent only fractions of the population in each of
the district’s localities. (Even in Harrisonburg, which has the region’s largest
concentration of Hispanic people, the group constitutes only about 21 percent of
the population, according to 2019 U.S. Census estimates.) Today, Black and
Hispanic people represent almost 60 percent of the majority-White district’s
cases. 

On the Eastern Shore, cases predominated among the Black population, which
included a number of immigrants whose primary language was Haitian Creole. One
epidemiological report from VDH covering March 19 to April 27 obtained through a
FOIA request found that 68 percent of all COVID-19 cases at one of the region’s
two plants affected Black people; at the other, the number reached 73 percent. A
May 6 appeal from the Department of Health to the CDC noted that “the affected
population is primarily African American, Hispanic and Haitian Creole, highly
vulnerable populations.” Two early deaths related to the plants, one email from a
health of�cial noted, “were both members of our minority communities as was our
previous death.”



1/22/2021 Virginia officials backed off push to close Shore poultry plants for two weeks to fight pandemic - Virginia Mercury

https://www.virginiamercury.com/2020/08/31/virginia-officials-backed-off-push-to-close-shore-poultry-plants-for-two-weeks-to-fight-pandemic/#:~:text=… 6/13

A car at an April 27 rally on the Eastern Shore in support of protecting poultry processing plant workers from COVID-19. (Legal Aid Justice
Center)

From the beginning, of�cials were particularly concerned about the Eastern Shore
outbreaks because of the rural region’s lack of resources and limited access to
medical care. Its one hospital, Riverside Shore Memorial, has just 52 beds and six
intensive care unit beds — a fact highlighted in an April 22 letter to VDH from
Riverside Health System CEO and President Michael Dacey as cases began to
surge. 

That letter, as well as other documents obtained through the FOIA request �led by
the Mercury in May, offers a glimpse into the escalation of the cases and how
decision-makers handled them, although there are signi�cant limitations. The
Virginia Department of Health, for example, redacted many details of its internal
correspondence in responding to the Mercury’s FOIA request, including nearly
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every instance of company names and representatives, making it dif�cult to
determine exactly who state of�cials were meeting and talking with. 

In justifying the redactions, VDH again cited privacy concerns, explaining, “In order
to preserve the anonymity of individuals whose medical records have been
examined by VDH as part of the investigation of COVID-19, the names of speci�c
meatpacking and/or poultry processing facilities, identifying information
concerning speci�c companies, and case counts related to speci�c facilities have
been withheld pursuant to §32.1-41 of the Code of Virginia.”

Megan Rhyne of the Virginia Coalition for Open Government acknowledged that
while “it might be easy to ID someone when the number of sick people within a
facility is small,” she “continue(s) to disagree with (VDH’s) interpretation” of what
information state code prohibits of�cials from sharing.

According to Snell-Feikema, the advocate for poultry workers, the privacy
justi�cation falls apart in the face of large numbers of cases. Regional data show
that case counts for many poultry plants have numbered in the dozens to
hundreds.  

“There’s been larger numbers in the poultry plants … since very early on,” he said.
“So that concern about privacy isn’t really there.”

At least one VDH of�cial fretted that revealing case numbers could lead to
stigmatization. In an email thread involving several Department of Health
employees regarding an information request by a Bloomberg reporter, VDH
Eastern Region Public Information Of�cer Larry Hill argued, “I think one point
many of us are missing in a risk communications perspective is that we also have to
keep in mind about stigmatizing a person, place, business or thing. I’m seeing a lot
of it and somewhere it’s going to come to light.”

‘Our concern grows by the hour’

According to the emails obtained by the Mercury, the �rst case in a Virginia poultry
plant was reported on April 8 by epidemiologist Stephanie Kellner of the Central
Shenandoah Health District. The date of onset was estimated as March 29. Within
days more noti�cations were rolling in for suspected cases in the Eastern Shore
and Lord Fairfax health districts, the latter covering the northern part of the
Shenandoah Valley. 

The same day VDH received the �rst report of a case in a Shenandoah Valley plant,
the department sent a letter to the facility advising that symptomatic people
should be isolated at home, that the employer should offer �exible leave and not
require a doctor’s note or lab test to con�rm illness and that “if an employee is
con�rmed to have COVID-19 infection, employers should inform fellow employees
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of their possible exposure to COVID-19 in the workplace but maintain
con�dentiality as required by the Americans with Disabilities Act” (bolding in
original).

Later that night, Kellner and Julia Murphy, a state public health veterinarian with
VDH who eventually would convene and lead a work group devoted to the poultry
plant outbreaks, pondered how to proceed. 

“I really want to know whether/how they are implementing any social distancing
and whether they will provide face shields,” Kellner wrote. “Also want to see in
writing what they are doing with regards to sick leave for the ill.”

Within a week, cases were climbing precipitously, as an unredacted chart included
in the Mercury’s FOIA revealed. On Friday, April 17, Richardson, the Eastern Shore
environmental health manager, gave Virginia Health Commissioner Dr. Norman
Oliver an update on one Eastern Shore plant, telling him investigators had
con�rmed “that there are workers infected from all parts of the factory.” In the
same email, Richardson told Oliver he had spoken to someone at the plant’s
corporate of�ce and informed her of VDH’s policy of not identifying facilities. “I
volunteered our regional PIO would be happy to work with their communications
folks if they so desired,” he wrote.

Poultry plant outbreak data for the Eastern Shore shared among Department of Health officials in late April, included in a Freedom of
Information Act request.

Even as cases climbed, many workers remained unaware of the extent of the
outbreaks. “Others from <redacted> voiced concern they were unaware of the
<redacted> and were under the assumption ‘there was just one case,’” Richardson
wrote Oliver on April 18. Workers in both Shenandoah Valley and Eastern Shore
plants expressed the same concern to the Mercury in interviews over the following
days. 
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Alarmed by the rapid spread of cases, of�cials moved quickly to �nd a way to
contain them. According to summaries of calls and meetings, VDH repeatedly
urged Tyson and Perdue to close their Eastern Shore plants for two weeks. 

In an emailed account of an April 23 call, Richardson and Eastern Shore Health
District Director Richard Williams “both agreed that <redacted> seems to have put
in place all the measures they can to protect employees” but that “they may not be
enough as the virus seems to continue to spread and it may be there are no further
mitigations that can be put in place to help.” Williams “spoke of the incubation
period of the virus and explained it was a risk-based decision but that human lives
are at stake and that needs to weigh on the decision,” Richardson recounted.

VDH was not alone in calling for closures. Riverside Shore Memorial Hospital also
encouraged the plants to close on a temporary basis, noting in a May 22 letter that
“our concern grows by the hour.”

“Riverside believes that any steps that can be taken to prevent this situation from
escalating should be taken immediately, including temporary closure of the plants
to allow in-depth decontamination and staff quarantine,” CEO and president Dacey
wrote. “Based on the surge in patients we are now seeing, we believe that the
trajectory of the situation poses imminent health risks to the population and
although we will take whatever proactive and reactive steps we can as a health
system, we do not believe they will be suf�cient to prevent substantial adverse
outcomes to patients unless decisive action is taken immediately.”

‘The way they live’

Late on April 22, Tyson Temperanceville announced it would close for three days
over the upcoming weekend for deep cleaning. But the industry bucked the
suggestion that plants close for two weeks. One representative on the April 21 call,
according to Richardson’s email, “didn’t like being ‘blamed’ for the spread of the
virus.” 

Nor did they want case information broadcast. An April 25 communication from
Gena Berger, a deputy state secretary of health, observed that “companies have
been cooperating but are insisting that plants not be identi�ed publicly as having
outbreak (sic) and do not want the results of facility-wide testing shared.” 

In conversations with health of�cials, poultry representatives pushed back strongly
against the idea that the virus was spreading in their facilities, contending
transmission was predominantly through the community. An April 24 call summary
from Richardson records a “Dr. Merrill” who acted as a medical adviser for one of
the plants “stated that they believed the virus was spread through the community
because of ‘the way they live’ indicating that the Hispanic and Creole populations
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tend to live several to a home and are continuing to attend church and other
gatherings.”

“Dr. Williams replied that the data on the Shore does not agree with the
transmission routes identi�ed by Dr. Merrill,” Richardson wrote. “He explained we
have asked our Central Of�ce Epi team to take a look at our data but with more
than 2/3 of our cases being from poultry plant workers it would be hard to
conclude the plants were from community spread.”

Felicia Matthews holds a sign during a rally held in Accomac Monday, April 27, 2020, to show support for poultry processing facility
workers on the Eastern Shore of Virginia during the COVID-19 pandemic. (Carol Vaughn/ Eastern Shore Post)

That day, almost 70 percent of the cases reported on the Eastern Shore came from
the Tyson and Perdue plants, according to the unredacted chart. 

By then, of�cials, including the administration of Northam, who hails from
Accomack County, were laser-focused on the Shore. On the evening of April 24,
Virginia State Epidemiologist Lilian Peake emailed a contact with the CDC, which
had already been in communication with Delaware’s Division of Public Health
about poultry plant outbreaks. 

“The governor’s of�ce inquired whether a CDC team is available to assist Virginia
with the poultry plant outbreak investigations,” Peake wrote. “Would that be
possible?”

“That should be possible,” the CDC contact replied back.

As the CDC began to develop plans with Virginia, which would eventually lead to a
team being deployed to the Delmarva Peninsula, of�cials mulled possible steps.

Putting quarantined poultry workers in hotels was identi�ed as dif�cult due to
inadequate capacity, but a suggestion from Oliver, the state health commissioner,
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to conduct point prevalence surveys met with more success.  “At this point we have
no experience or evidence base to guide decision making in meat-processing
plants when dealing with a pathogen as contagious as this. This testing may really
help,” Eastern Shore Health District Director Williams wrote. 

Berger, the deputy secretary of health, wrote in another email thread involving
of�cials from the governor’s of�ce, VDH and the Virginia Department of
Emergency Management that “I’ve also heard a clear directive that these two
companies should not open until we are able to do a point prevalence survey on
employees,” although she acknowledged that directive might change depending on
what Maryland and Delaware chose to do. 

Over the next few days, VDH would back away from its recommendation that the
plants be closed for two weeks. By April 29, Williams was writing in a memo that
VDH had “suspended the recommendation to close the plants, to maintain the
critical food production infrastructure.”

By that time, the CDC team had been deployed to poultry plants in Virginia,
Maryland and Delaware as part of a targeted regional mission, and President
Donald Trump had issued an executive order attempting to ensure meat
processing plants be kept running to limit impacts to the nation’s food supply.  

The appearance of the CDC team, including industrial hygiene experts, would be
in�uential in shaping Virginia’s response to the plant outbreaks, VDH spokesperson
Maria Reppas told the Mercury.

“Control of health risks in industrial settings is the primary responsibility of
industrial hygiene as a discipline — the VDH does not have industrial hygiene as a
core discipline, nor do we have industrial hygienists in our personnel complement,”
she wrote in an email. 

“While not a primary driver of our decision-making process, President Trump’s
executive order was consistent with our evolving thoughts, and supported our
decision to rescind our initial plant closure recommendation,” she continued. “We
felt viral transmission could be controlled in meat processing plants with assiduous
attention and vigilant adherence to administrative, engineering and personal
protective measures. This has proven true in the months since the outbreak
began.”

A ‘policy marker’

Today, of�cials and observers say the outbreaks at the state’s poultry plants have
slowed considerably. On July 30, when VDH began posting aggregate data on meat
and poultry plant outbreaks, the state reported only nine cases related to such
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facilities that month. In April, by contrast, Virginia had logged 604 cases among
meatpacking workers, while in May, the tally reached 550. 

Anecdotally, Lewis said he sensed that “not many” cases remained in the poultry
plants on the Eastern Shore, “nothing on the order of magnitude of where we
started.” Snell-Feikema, the poultry worker advocate, concurred that cases seemed
to have slowed in the Shenandoah Valley, although “Harrisonburg continues to
have a fairly high level of COVID-19 cases.”

Last week Central Shenandoah Health District Director Laura Kornegay told the
Daily News-Record in Harrisonburg that the region had experienced 366 poultry-
related cases since the start of the pandemic. But unlike the Eastern Shore, no
facilities in the Valley have voluntarily come forward with information. 

“In the midst of all of this, the workers in the community were being left
completely in the dark,” said Snell-Feikema. “I felt like the Shenandoah Valley really
needed a comparable attention to what was being given to the Eastern Shore.”

A driver participated in a car demonstration in April in Harrisonburg calling for action to protect Virginia poultry plant workers from COVID-
19. (Sarah Alair / For the Virginia Mercury)

While cases appear to have slowed in the plants, he worried that the situation
could change with the arrival of the �u season and an in�ux of students to large
campuses like James Madison University, a problem the Eastern Shore doesn’t
face. 

Absent legislation mandating reporting, the decision lies in the hands of the
Northam administration. Lewis said that when it comes to releasing information
about plant outbreaks, “there’s probably some room for discussion there,” despite
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the Department of Health’s repeated refusals on the issue over the last few months.
If no changes occur, he’s prepared to �le new legislation in 2021. 

“Bottom line is, I think we’ve laid down a policy marker,” he said.
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