Nnited States Denate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510

March 6, 2020

Vice President Michael Pence
The White House

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW
Washington, DC 20500

Dear Vice President Pence:

We write to you in your capacity as head of the White House Coronavirus Task Force
(Task Force)! to urge the Task Force to adequately account for the needs of workers, especially
frontline workers, in its response to the coronavirus public health emergency. The failure to
address the risks workers face and unwillingness to solicit their perspective while formulating
the Federal government’s response represents a significant gap and could result in a plan that
does not fully protect public health.

While the trajectory of the virus is uncertain, workers in industries across the economy
and around the country could be harmed if it continues to spread. Workers without access to paid
sick days will at best lose income and at worst lose their jobs if they become sick with the virus
or need to be quarantined following potential exposure. If wide scale quarantine is required and
businesses shut down, many more will face economic catastrophe.

Administration officials have spoken frequently about the stock market risks from the
crisis,? but non-public health officials have not indicated the same concerns about the risks
facing frontline workers. Because their jobs entail daily face-to-face interaction with large
numbers of people, frontline workers such as nurses and other health care workers, flight
attendants, and educators may be the most highly exposed individuals, and many of them will be
a key part of the nation’s response to this crisis. The White House Coronavirus Task Force
currently does not include a representative from the Department of Labor (DOL) to consider
these concerns,’ and the White House reportedly has not reached out to frontline workers like
flight attendants, nurses, and educators to identify the problems they face and gather their
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expertise in developing solutions.* We urge you to reverse this startling omission by adding a
DOL representative to the Task Force and by consulting with frontline workers through their
unions and leadership as you develop the government-wide response to the virus.

Following the detection of a novel coronavirus (which causes COVID-19) in Wuhan
City, China in December 2019, the World Health Organization declared a “Public Health
Emergency of International Concern” on January 30, 2020.° To date, the virus has infected more
than 96,000 people worldwide, including over 160 in the United States, and caused more than
3300 deaths worldwide. The virus is spreading more widely in the United States and has the
potential to cause widespread disruption to daily life.” In light of this escalating public health
emergency, federal agencies have begun convening task forces and issuing guidance and
communication to stakeholders and the public.®

Countries with large numbers of coronavirus cases have seen significant labor market
disruptions, which could be replicated in the United States if the virus spreads. According to a
recent survey, two-thirds of Chinese businesses still report being under some form of lockdown,
with about a third operating remotely and almost a third of companies completely closed.’ China
has closed schools nation-wide and Japan is taking steps to do the same.!? South Korean
manufacturing giants like Samsung and Hyundai have had to close down major plants because of
coronavirus infections.!! Countries with fewer cases have also started to feel the economic
effects. Major international conferences, which bring important business and revenue to their
hosts, have been cancelled all around the world, including the Mobile World Congress, which
was expected to bring 100,000 people to Barcelona, the Facebook F8 Developer conference in
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California, and the American Physical Society conference in Denver, Colorado.!? The
disruptions to workers would likely be greater in the United States, where a quarter of workers
do not have access to paid sick days and those workers are more likely to be concentrated in
industries where they have frequent contact with others, including retail, child care, restaurants,
and the gig economy.'?

Organizations representing frontline workers have a unique ability to identify issues on
the ground and can signal the success or failure of containment and treatment efforts, such as a
shortage of critical supplies or inconsistent or- confusing safety practices. Flight attendants are
asking for consistent guidance about access to personal protective equipment and assurance that
they can use this equipment while working;'* health care workers are requesting support to
prepare for a surge of patients who need separate waiting areas; "> educators want policies and
procedures for early identification of suspected cases.!® Public employees who will be deemed
essential personnel are also requesting equipment and support. 17 Translating the insights of
frontline workers into actionable preventative measures is necessary to protect workers, the
economy, and the general public and to aid in preventing further spread of coronavirus.

Employers have a statutory obligation to ensure employees work in an environment that
is “free from recognized hazards that are causing or are likely to cause death or serious physical
harm.”'® The administration should support businesses in complying with the law, while
ensuring robust protections for workers, by issuing emergency temporary standards for
occupational safety and health developed with frontline employees based on their understanding
of existing and developing risks in their workplaces and industries.!’

Protecting the health and safety of frontline staff such as nurses and teachers is also
necessary to minimize disruption to daily life and protect the most vulnerable Americans. For
example, frontline workers (particularly staff who work in environments with vulnerable
populations like nursing homes, schools, and hospitals) must be protected from financial
consequences if they become ill and decide to remain at home (as the CDC recommends),? in
order to prevent a more rapid spread of the virus. Institutions employing frontline workers must
also be prepared to operate with higher levels of absences without compromising safety. It is
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imperative that frontline workers be included in decision-making in order to ensure that guidance
addressed to their industries is practical, clear, and crafted with the benefit of their expertise and
with their needs in mind.

We urge you to add a representative from the Labor Department to your Task Force, to
include the perspectives of frontline workers in any planning group charged with addressing the
coronavirus public health emergency, and to engage frontline stakeholders in drafting and
disseminating guidance that affects their roles. In addition, we request answers to the following
questions by no later than March 19, 2020:

1.

Does the Administration have any plans to add a representative from the Department
of Labor to the Task Force?

Have representatives of frontline workers, including unions, been invited to join the
White House Coronavirus Task Force or any agency-level task forces or planning
groups related to the coronavirus public health emergency, or provide informal
consultation? If so, please describe each representative or individual consulted and
their role.
a. Has the administration reviewed letters and guidance documents submitted by
unions representing frontline workers? How has this information been
incorporated into the administration’s response?

Have employers or industry groups representing employers of frontline workers been
invited to join any task forces or agency-wide planning groups related to the
coronavirus public health emergency, or provide informal consultation? If so, please
describe each representative or individual consulted and their role.

Has your agency invited representatives of frontline workers to review or provide
input on any guidance or communication before its release to the public or industry
stakeholders? If so, please describe the guidance and input provided.

Please describe any guidance the administration has provided to stakeholders to
protect frontline workers’ health and safety.
a. How is the administration ensuring that frontline workers have access to
appropriate personal protective equipment in their workplaces?
b. How is the administration securing the supply chain for personal protective
equipment for frontline workers?
c. How is the administration ensuring that employees are not forced to work if
appropriate personal protective equipment is not available to them?

Please describe any guidance the administration has provided to stakeholders to
protect frontline workers from financial harm if they chose to follow CDC advice and

remain at home if they become ill.

Is the administration planning to promulgate an emergency temporary standard for
occupational safety and health under 29 USC § 655 (c)?
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a. If so, who is involved in developing the new standard, and what does it
include?
b. If not, why is the administration not taking this critical step?

Sincerely,
w 42
Elizalleth Warren Richard Blumenthal %
Unitegl States Senator United States Senator

ot o Miauhos, (IO W)

Edward J. M Sherrod Brown
United States Senator United States Senator



