Dairy Farms and COVID-19: State partnership for
preventing employee illness
Lisa Wetzel| Training and Outreach Unit Director
5-29-20

Introducing the MDA Dairy and Meat Inspection Team
• Dr. Cheryl Eia – Dairy & Meat Inspection Assistant Division Director & Dairy
Program Manager

• Lisa Hensel – Dairy Inspection Supervisor
• Meghan Romo – Dairy Inspection Supervisor

• Dr. Sandy Larson – Drug Residue Outreach Veterinarian
• Heidi Varberg – Food Safety and Outreach Coordinator
• Lisa Wetzel – Training and Outreach Unit Director

Agenda
• COVID-19 situation update
• Role of the MDA in the human pandemic
• How to prepare your farm:
• Employee & visitor screening
• Social distancing
• Personal Hygiene

• Face coverings & Personal Protective Equipment
• Cleaning, sanitizing, & disinfecting

• What to expect when you have a sick employee
• What else is happening

What We Have Learned About COVID-19
▪ About 80% of cases are mild (no
pneumonia or mild pneumonia)
▪ 14% of cases are severe with
difficulty breathing, and need
hospitalization
▪ 5% of patients admitted to ICU
▪ Estimated mortality rate of 2.3%
▪ At higher risk for severe illness:
older age, chronic health problems
(heart or lung disease, diabetes),
and healthcare workers
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What we don’t know about the disease
“Corona Virus Hijacks the Body from Head to
Toe, Perplexing Doctors” The Wall Street
Journal, 5/7/2020

▪ ACE-2 receptors on many tissues
▪ Loss of taste and/or smell
▪ Encephalitis
▪ COVID Toes
▪ Large vessel strokes in 30-40
year olds, particularly males
▪ Kowasaki-like disease in children
▪ Multi-system inflammatory
disease with vasculitis
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COVID-19 in Minnesota UPDATE as of May 29, 2020
▪ First case on March 6, 2020
▪ Positive: 22,947
▪ Approximate number tested at
MDH PHL: 22,513
▪ Tested at other labs: 202,695
▪ Deaths: 967 (LTC=787)
▪ Total cases requiring
hospitalization: 2,880
▪ Currently in ICU: 242
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Dairy Farms, Food Processing Plants, and COVID-19: what we
are learning
• MDH started outreach to the meat packing industry before it hit Minnesota
• Since then MDH has consulted with many dairy, swine, turkey, and chicken plants
remotely
• Non-regulatory, two-way learning situations

• MDH worked with MDA, BAH, and DLI to develop state guidance
• Now a clear need for state COVID outreach to dairy farms and plants that are
regulated by MDA
• At this point in the pandemic, it is important to do what we can as a state to limit
person-to-person transmission in workplaces.
• Trying to limit illnesses and deaths until science and technology catch up

Role of the MDA in human disease pandemic
• The MDA licenses and regulates dairy farms.
• We have the working relationships, the knowledge about how farms
operate, and the authority to meet with owners and management
• In normal times, human health is the Minnesota Department of Health’s
(MDH) territory
• We have been asked by MDH to help with the outreach to dairy farms,
dairy plants and the meat processing plants we regulate and to serve as a
health and safety resource.

Dairy Farms and COVID-19: Draft state guidance

Current State Response

• When a farm is identified with COVID positive employee(s) through COVID
surveillance or a complaint, a call with the farm is immediately set up
• MDA leads the call
• Farm owner and/or manager, MDA dairy inspector, MDA dairy supervisor, MDA Outreach
Veterinarian, and MDA outreach staff

• We go through health and safety guidelines to find opportunities for
improvement and pass along resources

• We can assist with connecting the farm to county public health and their
MDH regional epidemiologist
• We are letting MDH know which farms we’ve gotten in touch with

Dairy Farms and COVID-19: Template call agenda
Who participates on the call:
a. MDA staff leads this first call
b. MDA inspector
c. MDA dairy program supervisor
d. MDA Outreach Veterinarian
e. Farm owner and/or manager
Agenda for Call:
1. Welcome and Introductions
2. Purpose of the call: Establish a relationship, a
team, and a system to manage the situation
together
3. Learn about the farm:
a.
b.
c.
d.

How is the milking operation set-up? What tasks
are employees assigned on the farm? How do
employees interact with each other on the job?
Number of employees?
Number of COVID-19 positive employees to date
Housing arrangements?

How to Prepare Your Farm:
Employee and visitor screening is most important
• MDH recommends that farms, plants, and businesses adopt an ongoing,
sustainable system of testing based on intensive employee screening with
a low threshold for testing symptomatic employees
• Effective employee screening includes:
• Initial verbal screening with symptom questions and temperature screen
• Happens every shift
• Employee screening checklist

How to Prepare Your Farm:
Visitor and Employee Health Screening Checklist

How to Prepare Your Farm:
Employee and visitor screening
• Critical food producing industry, suspect
employees are a priority for COVID-19
testing
• Authorization for Disclosure of Protected
Health Information to Employer. Allows
for real-time results to control contact
tracebacks.
• Do you have a policy for handling
deliveries, visitors, etc.

How to Prepare Your Farm:
Social Distancing and Barriers
• COVID-19 is spread from person-to-person through respiratory aerosols
• What sorts of changes have you already made to accommodate social
distancing?
• Stagger work shifts
• Mark off 6-foot distances (desks, health screenings, time clock, wash stations, break
rooms, locker rooms)
• Designate additional areas for breaks and meals (picnic tables, personal vehicles)

• Consider forming employee teams for specific shifts and/or tasks to limit spread

How to Prepare your Farm:
Personal Hygiene
• Post handwashing instructions in languages spoken by
employees:
• http://www.health.state.mn.us/people/handhygiene/wash/
dontforget.pdf

• Stock handwashing stations with soap, single use
towels
• Provide offices, tractors, lunchrooms with hand
sanitizer and sanitizer wipes

• Practice good cough and sneeze etiquette:
• https://www.health.state.mn.us/people/cyc/hcpposter.html

How to Prepare Your Farm:
Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) and Facial Coverings
• Require workers and visitors to wear cotton face masks or disposable
masks

• Masks should be used along with standard PPE needed to perform duties
such as washable coveralls, boots, latex or leather gloves
• Provide the PPE and facial coverings
• Train on proper usage

• Hands should be washed after removal

How to Prepare Your Farm:
Communication
• Institute a process for employees to report if they are
ill or have symptoms before arriving at work
• Have a discussion with employees about COVID-19
and your expectations
• Workers will not face adverse consequences for
staying home when ill
• Provide information in languages understood by
workers
• https://www.health.state.mn.us/diseases/coronavirus/mate
rials/keymessages.html

How to Prepare Your Farm:
Clean, Sanitize, and Disinfect
• Check with your chemical suppliers to help select products for
coronavirus that comply with inspection regulations

• In addition to milkhouse sanitizing, make sure to clean equipment, break
rooms, bathrooms at least daily and ideally at every shift change
• Don’t forget door handles, light switches, computers, and partitions used
for barriers
• www.epa.gov/pesticide-registration/list-n-disinfectants-use-against-sarscov-2 - for areas not under the PMO
• Consider designating or adding staff to clean and disinfect

How to Prepare Your Farm
What to expect with a sick employee
• COVID-19 positive employees
•

MDH will call to ask illness history, workplace and household contacts

•

Should stay at home in their own room & bathroom (when possible) until all three conditions are
met

•

•

Symptoms have improved (up to 14 days) AND

•

At least 10 days have passed since first symptoms AND

•

At least three days have passed with no fever (without use of fever reducing medications)

Asymptomatic COVID positive employees must self-isolate at home for 10 days

• Workplace and household contacts of COVID positive workers
•

Farms are critical infrastructure – asymptomatic workplace contacts can continue working
•

•

MDH recommends 10 days of self-quarantine at home when possible

Household contacts must stay home and self-quarantine for 14 days

Testing Strategies
• MDH recommends testing of symptomatic people
• Low bar for testing

• Workers have a priority for testing

• MDH doesn’t see an advantage to mass screening
• Testing supplies are still limited

• Physical and operational changes made and use of routine PPE and face
coverings will limit workplace contacts

What else are we doing?
• Conducting individual calls with dairy farms who have COVID positive
employees

• Holding a dairy plant webinar next Thursday, June 4 at 1 PM
• We are here as a resource for questions

• Resources will be available on the web page soon but are currently
available by email request.

COVID-19 Information Rapidly Changes
• MDA COVID-19 and Food and Agriculture:
https://www.mda.state.mn.us/covid-19-agriculture

• MDH website for up-to-date Minnesota data:
https://www.health.state.mn.us/diseases/coronavirus/index.html
• CDC guidelines for all businesses: https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019ncov/community/organizations/businesses-employers.html
• MN Board of Animal Health: https://www.bah.state.mn.us/covid-19/
• MN Department of Labor and Industries: https://www.dli.mn.gov/updates

Questions

Thank you!
Lisa Wetzel
Lisa.wetzel@state.mn.us
651-201-6191 or 612-219-3543

