
 

 

October 13, 2020 
 
TO:    Pend Oreille County School Superintendents/Administrators 
 
FROM:    Dr. Samuel Artzis, MD, Health Officer 
 
SUBJECT:   Updated Health Officer Recommendation for Educational Approaches in Pend Oreille 

County 
 
BACKGROUND 
On September 25, 2020 I provided the recommendation that both private and public schools throughout 
Pend Oreille County consider reopening (on or after October 5th) for additional in-person instruction.  This 
recommendation was in accordance with the Washington State Department of Health (DOH) Decision Tree 
for Provisions of In-Person Learning since the existing and expected transmission of COVID-19  had stabilized 
into low to moderate rates.  This recommendation was also based on medical and public health’s state of 
readiness based on current and expected impacts of COVID-19 within the county. 
 
CURRENT STATUS 
Since September 25th Pend Oreille County has seen a significant surge in the number of COVID-19 cases as 
noted below: 

 

https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/1600/coronavirus/DecisionTree-K12schools.pdf
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/1600/coronavirus/DecisionTree-K12schools.pdf


While this upsurge in the number of cases originated in clusters and outbreaks, cases are now outside of 
confined settings.  We do not anticipate a quick return to moderate levels of disease transmission (defined 
as between 25-75 cases/100,000/prior 2 weeks).  As of October 11th, there are now 64 active cases of 
COVID-19 in community members centered predominately in the Newport/Cusick/Usk area.   
 
This sharp increase in the number of cases in Pend Oreille County has a compounding affect within the area 
that includes: 

1. Northeast Tri County Health District (NETCHD) is struggling to respond to case and contact 
investigations despite hiring additional staff to complete this work.  As a result, NETCHD is now 
working with DOH to assist with surge capacity. 

2. The Newport medical system is stressed in many areas.  This includes: 
o High levels of testing requests 
o Key departments are experiencing critical staffing shortages 
o Newport Hospital currently has two COVID-19 positive individuals which require significant 

time and work-flow adjustments to accommodate 
o Area long term care and assisted living facility are actively testing staff and residents due to 

possible exposure within the facilities 
o Spokane-area hospitals are experiencing increased demand in providing care to both COVID-

19 and non-related admissions 
3. We have seen community spread of COVID-19 into school settings within Pend Oreille County.  This 

includes at least one occurrence of in-school transmission of the illness and other instances which 
necessitated staff/students complete a 14-day quarantine period. 

 
REVISED RECOMMENDATION 
The spike of COVID-19 cases in Pend Oreille County challenges NETCHD’s and the medical system’s ability to 
respond.  Our goal is not to stop all cases of this disease.  However, we must ensure that we have the 
collective ability to provide adequate care and supportive services to COVID-19 positive community 
members, especially to those most vulnerable to complications from this illness.  To avoid exceeding our 
capacity, we recommend avoiding activities that will likely lead to further rates of community transmission. 
Therefore, until rates again stabilize at low or moderate rates of transmission, on or before October 19, 
2020, I highly recommend: 

1. Reverting back to distance learning platform with the option for limited in-person learning in small 
groups, cohorts of students for the highest need students, such as students with disabilities, 
students living homeless, those farthest from educational justice, and younger learners. 

2. Canceling or postponing all in-person extra-curricular activities including sports, performances, 
clubs, events, etc. 

 
We continue evaluating the data and key readiness indicators at the individual county level.  When there is 
sustainability in reduced levels of community spread of COVID-19, we will closely coordinate with school 
administrators to provide recommendations for increased in-person instructional opportunities.   
 
Sincerely,  

 
Dr. Samuel Artzis, MD 

Health Officer, Northeast Tri County Health District 

 

cc:  Northeast Tri County Health District Board of Health 


