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COVID 19 & Essential Workers

• Critical to infrastructure

• Support crucial supply 
chains and enable 
functions for critical 
infrastructure 

Krebs (2020)



Animal Slaughtering and 
Processing Industry



U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2020)



 

At least 17,358 cases and 91 COVID-19 related 
deaths have occurred among U.S. meat and 
poultry processing workers from 23 states through 
May 31, 2020.



Meat & Poultry Processing Industry

Among 14 states reporting the total number 
of workers in affected meat and poultry 
processing facilities, COVID-19 was 
diagnosed in 9.1% of 112,616 workers with a 
range of 3.1% to 24.5% per facility.

Waltenburg (2020)



Worker Characteristics

Waltenburg (2020)



Suggested Disparities by Ethnicity and Race
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Exposure Risk Factors 

• Companies failed to implement social distancing 
recommendations

• Companies did not provide protective masks and face 
shields to workers

• Workers worked closely together for 8-12 hr. shifts
• They breathe heavily while doing physically intense, high-

speed labor which makes it hard to wear face coverings
• Plants are cold which may affect how the virus survives 
• Workers often lack access to paid sick leave

Krisberg (2020) & Waltenburg (2020)



Employers’ Response to the Outbreaks

Waltenburg (2020)



Limitations
• Results may not be representative of all US 

meat and poultry processing facilities and 
workers

• Results may underestimate the number of 
affected facilities and cases among workers 
and their symptom status

• Information on interventions and prevention 
efforts were only available for a subset of 
facilities and may not be generalizable to all 
facilities Waltenburg (2020)



Selected Laws and Policies

• Occupational Safety & Health Act
• Sick Leave and Family and Medical 

Leave
• Families First Corona Virus Response 

Act 
• Workers Compensation Insurance
• Americans with Disabilities Act



Occupational Health and Safety Act
OSHA standards that may apply to Covid-19

• Recording & reporting occupational injuries & illnesses
• Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)
• Eye & face protection
• Respiratory protection
• Sanitation
• Specification of accident prevention signs & tags
• Access to employee exposure &  medical records
• General Duty Clause: requires employers to furnish each worker, 

"employment & a place of employment, which are free from 
recognized hazards that are causing or are likely to cause death or 
serious physical harm."

(Edens, 2020 & Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970)



Policy Gap – OSH Act ?
• March 2020: The AFL-CIO petitioned OSHA to issue an 

Emergency Temporary Standard (ETS) for COVID-19

• April 2020: OSHA denied the petition BY FAILING TO 
RESPOND TO IT

• June 2020:  the AFL-CIO filed an emergency petition with 
the UNITED STATES COURT OF APPEALS FOR THE DC 
CIRCUIT requesting they order OSHA to issue a temporary 
emergency standard for COVID-19 that would require 
employers to develop COVID-19 safety plans; the
APPELLATE court ruled against the union.

AFL-CIO (May 2020 & June 2020)



Paid Sick Leave 
and Family Medical Leave 

• The industry has had a history of not providing 
paid sick leave 

• If workers miss work time due to illness they are 
given points and too many points have led to 
termination

• If workers need time off they take unpaid family 
and medical leave

Shanker & Mulvaney (2020)



Families First 
Coronavirus Response Act 

• Requires covered employers to provide 
employees with two weeks of paid sick leave:
- if quarantined and/or experiencing symptoms due 
to COVID-19, or
- unable to work due to caregiving for someone 
subject to quarantine or for a child whose school or 
care arrangements are unavailable due to COVID-19.
• Up to an extra 10 weeks of expanded Family 
Medical Leave to care for a child whose school 
or child care is closed due to COVID-19. 
- Exempts employers with more than 500 employees
- Small businesses may qualify for a hardship 

exemption from providing leave for children due to 
school or childcare closings. Families First Coronavirus Response Act (2020)



Workers Compensation Insurance
• 14 states have taken action to extend workers 

compensation coverage to include COVID-19 as a 
work-related illness 

• 6 states have enacted legislation creating a 
presumption of coverage for various types of workers

• 4 states have used executive branch authority to 
implement presumption policies for first responders 
and health care workers in response to COVID-19

• 4 states have taken executive action 
to provide coverage to other essential workers (e.g., 
grocery store employees) Cunningham (2020)



Americans with Disabilities Act
• ADA requires employers to provide reasonable accommodations 

for known limitations of applicants and employees with disabilities.

• If a job can only be performed at the workplace, are there 
reasonable accommodations for persons with disabilities, absent 
undue hardship for the employer, that could offer protection on a 
temporary basis to an employee who due to a pre-existing condition 
is at increased risk of COVID-19?

• Accommodations for reduced contact with others due to a disability 
may include changes to the work environment or temporary job 
restructuring of marginal job duties when feasible per CDC 
guidance. (Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (2020)



Executive Order
• Meat and poultry processing workers are a 

component of the critical infrastructure within the 
Food and Agricultural Sector 

• They may be permitted to continue work 
following potential exposure to COVID-19 
provided they are not symptomatic, have not had 
a positive COVID-19 test, and additional 
precautions are taken to protect them and the 
community. Executive Order N.13917, 85 Fed. Reg. 26313 (April 28, 2020)



Conclusions
• This workforce, only one of many essential worker populations, is at 

very high risk of disease with heightened risk of transmission 
between work, home and community

• Policies such as paid sick leave, family and medical leave, Families 
First Coronavirus Response Act, workers compensation insurance, 
and the Americans with Disabilities Act offer critical benefits to 
eligible workers

• OSHA is enforcing standards and guidance for Covid-19, but 
stakeholders from labor and public health question if more regulation 
is needed to effectively address an airborne virus in a pandemic 



Research Recommendations
• Evaluate employer implementation of industry specific 

prevention and control measures consistent with 
published guidelines for decreasing risk of SARS-
CoV-2 transmission in relation to worker health 
outcomes and racial and ethnic disparities

• Evaluate access to, uptake and health outcomes 
associated with vaccinations for workers and their 
families

• Target essential industries with highest risk of 
exposures to SARS-CoV-2 transmission and the 
highest rates of minority and low wage workers
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