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March 19, 2021 

 

The Honorable Kate Brown, Governor of Oregon 

c/o Courtney Crowell 

254 State Capitol 

Salem, OR 97301 

 

Dear Governor Brown, 

 

Malheur County requests three changes to the ranking and restrictions placed on our county due to COVID-

19. We request to be moved to a “medium sized” county, to change the county risk metrics to match the 

school metrics, and to open our vaccination eligibility to Phase 1B, Groups 6 and 7 immediately.  

 

We request to be moved to the “medium sized” group of counties with less than 30,000 people for 

consideration of risk level for reopening during the COVID-19 pandemic. We appreciate the fact that your 

office removes Adults in Custody (AIC) residing at Snake River Correctional Institution (SRCI) when 

determining the case rates for our county. We request that the nearly 3,000 AIC also be removed from the 

population number for consistency and recognition that they are not contributing to community spread. 

Removing 2,900 AIC from the approximate 32,000 population of Malheur County would take us out of the 

large county group.  

 

Part of the reasoning for having case numbers instead of case rates for small and medium sized counties is 

because a small number of cases could dramatically increase rates per 100,000 people without posing a 

proportionate risk of community spread. COVID-19 cases have drastically fallen over the last month in 

Malheur and public health officials feel confident that with continued adherence to the mask mandate and 

other precautions and increased vaccination, the number of cases should continue to fall. There have not 

been any significant outbreaks or deaths for more than a month. Yet, because we had a small number of 

cases (several attributed to a few households that followed quarantine measures) and are considered a large 

county, we were held in the moderate risk category when we could have been considered low if the 

determination was made based on the number of cases instead of by the rate per 100,000 people. The metrics 

seem to be divided by county size to be fair and in this unique situation, Malheur is unfairly considered a 

large county without the same risks and population outside of SRCI.   

 

Additionally, we request for the county metrics to be changed to align with the recently updated “Ready 

Schools Safe Learners” guidance. See page 15 of the guidance at https://www.oregon.gov/ode/students-

and-family/healthsafety/Documents/Ready%20Schools%20Safe%20Learners%202020-

21%20Guidance.pdf.  
 

The school and county metrics have mirrored each other until this point and should continue to do so. Risk 

categories that respond to the falling risk statewide, especially given increased protection with 

immunization, makes the most sense. Our schools are the setting that will have some of the least protection 

from immunization, considering children are not yet eligible. It does not make sense that the metrics for 

their reopening would be less restrictive than the more protected general public.  

 

 
 

https://www.oregon.gov/ode/students-and-family/healthsafety/Documents/Ready%20Schools%20Safe%20Learners%202020-21%20Guidance.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/ode/students-and-family/healthsafety/Documents/Ready%20Schools%20Safe%20Learners%202020-21%20Guidance.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/ode/students-and-family/healthsafety/Documents/Ready%20Schools%20Safe%20Learners%202020-21%20Guidance.pdf


Finally, as we concentrate our efforts on vaccinating disproportionately affected and hard to reach 

populations without wasting vaccine, we request to open the eligibility early for Phase 1B, Groups 6 and 7. 

We have plans to continue weekly vaccine clinics, to support additional healthcare providers and 

pharmacies, and to start taking vaccine to locations where disproportionately affected populations live and 

work. This includes very rural communities, onion sheds, and organizations that serve people experiencing 

houselessness. This takes a great effort logistically, especially to not waste doses when vials are opened. 

To encourage more vaccine-hesitant and vulnerable people to be vaccinated, we believe we will be more 

effective if we can open the groups that include people over 16 with an underlying health condition and 

those in multi-generational housing. We have not been able to use all the vaccine we have available with 

the eligibility as it is.  

 

Thank you for your consideration and continued support of Malheur County. We appreciate your efforts. 

Do not hesitate to contact our offices with any questions. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________ 

Sarah Poe 

Director 

Malheur County Health Department 


