
How Workplace COVID-19 Outbreaks
Affect Workers of Color
Almost three-quarters of the people in Utah
who acquired coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) at work earlier this year were His-
panic or non-White, even though they make
up only about a quarter of the state’s work-
force, according to a recent analysis.

Investigators examined the state’s work-
place-associated outbreaks that occurred
between March 6 and June 5 to assess which
industries and workers were most heavily af-
fected. Outbreaks associated with health
care, educational, or congregate living set-
tings such as prisons were excluded. The
data showed that 58% of cases linked to
workplace outbreaks occurred in 3 indus-
tries: manufacturing, construction, and
wholesale trade.

“ Systemic socia l inequit ie s have
resulted in the overrepresentation of
Hispanic and [non-White] workers in
frontline occupations where exposure to
SARS-CoV-2 [severe acute respiratory syn-
drome coronavirus 2], the virus that
causes COVID-19, might be higher,” the
authors wrote. They noted that extra vigi-
lance in these sectors is needed to ensure
that worker protections are applied equi-
tably and effectively for people of color
who are disproportionately affected
by COVID-19.

For example, the authors noted that work-
ers of color are less likely than their White
counterparts to have flexible schedules or the
opportunity to work remotely. Additionally,
having no paid sick leave or punitive leave
policies may prevent frontline workers from
staying home or seeking medical care when
they’re ill. Along with greater equity in work-
place protections, the authors wrote that
workers also need culturally and linguisti-
cally appropriate COVID-19 information.

Results from a separate study showed
that in 79 counties identified as hotspots in
22 states, 96% of those counties reported
disparities in COVID-19 cases in at least 1 ra-
cial or ethnic minority group.

Overdose Education and Naloxone
Distribution Expanded
A marked increase in the number of US sy-
ringe service programs that offer opioid
overdose education and medication oc-
curred between 2013 and 2019, according to
a recent national survey.

Programs that provide injection drug us-
ers with sterile syringes and injection equip-
ment and safe disposal of their used sy-
ringes have been shown to reduce HIV
transmission in this population by about half.
Because they serve a population at high risk
of experiencing or witnessing an overdose,
these programs are well positioned to edu-

cate their clients about opioid overdoses and
offer naloxone to reverse an overdose, ac-
cording to the authors.

A February 2019 survey of syringe ser-
vice programs in the North America Syringe
Exchange Network’s database found that
among 247 programs, 94% offered these
services. In comparison, 55% of programs
operating in 2013 offered overdose preven-
tion services.

Two-thirds of the programs surveyed
reported that their overdose prevention
program had been in place for at least 12
months, 28% had implemented one dur-
ing the previous 12 months, 3% were pre-
paring to begin one, and 3% had consid-
ered starting a program. In 4 programs,
overdose prevention services ended
because of a lack of funding or inadequate
naloxone supplies.

The survey also revealed inconsisten-
cies in overdose prevention services. Only
14 programs accounted for more than half
of the 702 232 naloxone doses that syringe
service programs distributed during the 12
months before the survey. Nearly one-third
of programs reported running out of nalox-
one or having to ration it during the previ-
ous 3 months. Scaling up naloxone distribu-
tion by syringe service providers could be
critical in regions where availability is low
but overdose death rates are high, the
authors contended.

“Ensuring that all [syringe service pro-
gram] participants are provided access to
a sufficient and consistent supply of nalox-
one over time can optimize efforts to
reduce opioid overdose deaths,” they
wrote. − Bridget M. Kuehn, MSJ
Note: Source references are available through
embedded hyperlinks in the article text online.
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