
 
Overview of COVID-19 Response at State Agencies and USM Schools                 

March 27, 2020  
 

   
 

- 1 - 

COVID 19 Response at State Agencies and USM Schools  
   
We are two weeks into the COVID-19 crisis here in Maryland.  We are proud of the work AFSCME 
Council 3 members are doing during this unprecedented health crisis.  We are also appreciative of the 
speed with which elected leaders in Maryland have moved in response to this crisis.  Maryland is doing 
well in the face of incredible adversity.  
  
However, there are areas where we need to sharpen and improve our response. Below, we lay out four 
vital areas where we need to focus in all workplaces, and below that are specifics by agency and 
workplace.  We recognize:  
  

• We have a responsibility to make sure the public we serve is as safe as possible and our 
members are working in as safe an environment as possible.  For many of our members their 
jobs are simply incompatible with standard CDC social distancing guidelines for dealing with 
COVID-19.  

  
• AFSCME Council 3 members are truly at the forefront of battling COVID-19.  As we can see from 

other nations, the work that our members provide in hospitals, prisons, juvenile detention 
facilities, in the field, or in offices providing assistance to Marylanders during this vulnerable 
time, is crucial to ensuring the quality of Maryland’s response.  Our state operations need to be 
a fortress against - and not a breeding ground for - the coronavirus.  

  
For all state operations, including higher education institutions; we need:  
  

1. An immediate dialogue with solutions as to operations during the inevitable next phase of a 
sharp spike in COVID-19 cases.  Governor Hogan and the General Assembly are planning for it.  
We need to have a dialogue NOW on the plans for operations in the next phase.  Emergency 
plans work when they're discussed and drilled before the event happens. We post the location 
of fire exits before a fire breaks out.  In no agency or workplace have we had a productive 
discussion as to how operations will continue during the next phase. Employees who are 
confident and informed are more likely to come to work and effectively perform their duties.   

  
We share the incredulity of Del. Debra Davis, who has no other option but to pursue an MPIA 
now with the DPSCS if she wants to see their emergency plan after they abruptly rejected her 
request.1 Now is the time for transparency, not bureaucratic infighting and closed-door 
meetings.  

  

 
1 https://twitter.com/DDavisCharlesCo/status/1242845976798339074?s=20 
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2. A tighter review and transparency of who is “essential” and required to come into work.  
Most USM institutions, for example, are unable or unwilling to provide a list of who they are 
requiring to come into work.  Across all agencies, there are people who can telework but are 
required to come into the worksite.  There are also people whose work is by no means 
“essential” but who are required to come in.  This is contrary to the direction of our elected 
leaders and contrary to the advice of health professionals. We should be doing everything 
possible to limit exposure.  

  
3. To recognize that many state employees are doing hazardous work and should be 

compensated appropriately. As referenced above, there are state employees who will come in 
contact with COVID-19 individuals and will not be able to conform to CDC guidelines.  
Additional compensation for their risks is wise and fair.   

  
4. To ensure employees have access to personal protective equipment like gloves, masks, 

alcohol-based sanitizer, gowns and others where it is recommended.  
  
Below are the specific observations and recommendations for agencies and USM schools:  
  
Parole and Probation  
Execute Basic Office Hygiene and Procedure: Agents are concerned that it’s difficult to maintain a safe 
distance with the number of offenders that are coming into the main entrances of field offices. Visitors 
are sharing pens and paper forms with staff and other offenders. Finally, agents argue that they have 
the tools (especially phones) to monitor these offenders remotely, and that staff and offenders are 
being placed at risk unnecessarily. The interview rooms are not set up for six feet of social distancing—
they are usually far less. Agents have no protections during these close conversations. There is no 
cleaning in between interviews. Agents and Bailiffs have received no training on how to continue 
carrying out their duties during the crisis.  
  
Corrections   
Standardize screening procedures:  Every entrance needs to be screening everyone who enters 
uniformly, but this is only happening at the employee entrance. Every screening needs to be done by 
medical staff, which is only happening intermittently. More “touch” thermometers are needed so 
there is less use of the “under the tongue” thermometers. People who are screened out but 
asymptomatic should be sent home on administrative leave, not their own leave.   
Start social distancing in the prison: Limit the number of inmates in recreation areas to no more than 
ten at a time. While institutions are staggering more activities, they need to do more to try to promote 
social distancing. Right now, there are still recreation halls with thirty-plus inmates, chow lines with 
over a hundred, prison yards with over one hundred, and weight pits with up to fifty at a time. 
Telework needs to be vigorously implemented for non-correctional officer staff like case management. 
Presently, only supervisors can telework.  
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Mirror restrictions among the general public: Gym, religious services, barbershop and direct intakes 
should be cancelled. Visits should remain suspended and opportunities for video chats and extra phone 
time for inmates should be expanded. All contact sports should be suspended if they haven’t already.   
Provide proper PPE’s: There are not enough gloves for everyone, and there are not enough respirators 
available if there is an actual identified COVID-19 victim the institution. The non-alcohol hand sanitizer 
being used needs to be stopped and replaced with an alcohol-based sanitizer immediately.  
Create contingency plans to limit outbreaks inside the institution: There is a plan for transporting an 
inmate if they test positive for COVID-19, but there is no plan as to how staff will be notified, who 
should be quarantined under these circumstances, or how the facility will be cleaned.  
  
Department of Human Services   
Execute engineering controls to prevent the spread of the virus: Provide appropriate PPE for those 
engaging with the public, including gloves, alcohol-based hand sanitizer and other relevant equipment. 
Clean and disinfect all buildings and implement daily and frequent cleaning for high traffic doors, 
telephones, keyboards, water coolers, elevators, etc. Ventilation in offices needs improvement.   
Provide clear guidance on leave policies, contingency planning, and pay: DHS needs to be more 
proactive about providing system-wide communications: the game of telephone tag that is currently 
being used to filter information through 24 state jurisdictions, multiple programs and supervisors is not 
effective.  
Assess all available options for limiting exposure to clients while promoting normalcy: Appropriate 
equipment needs to be provided to facilitate tele-contact with clients. The agency needs to explore 
video conferencing and teletherapy equipment for those who don't already have it: for example, there 
could be video visits with parents and continuation of peer groups (life skills groups, youth advisory 
board) virtually.  In addition, funding should be provided for individualized "hobby packs" for youth 
stuck at home to stay occupied.  
Institute Court Restrictions: No children (aged 0-21) should be in court currently. Video conferencing 
needs to be enabled for court so out-of-home stays and shelter periods are not unnecessarily 
extended.   
  
Department of Health  
Implement Basic Health and Safety Protocols in State Hospitals: Social distancing needs to be 
rigorously enforced, especially at the Potomac Center. Screening procedures need to be standardized, 
and staff trained in conducting screening to ensure accurate temperature taking. No plan has been 
posted or discussed as to what will happen if or when a patient tests positive for COVID-19. Hospitals 
also need to provide guidance on how they are tracking inventory on PPEs and need to develop 
contingency plans should they exhaust their supplies. Staff need to be trained on how to properly put 
on and take off PPE’s for re-use to prevent contamination. To limit exposure, teleworking and/or 
teletherapy options, as well as coverage rotations, should be immediately explored and implemented 
for clinical staff and non-direct care positions.   
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Planning Needs to Come from the Office of Chief Medical Examiner:  A specific discussion needs to 
take place regarding current capacity to handle increased caseloads. Precautions need to be trained for 
and implemented while collecting post-mortem specimens. Staff needs to be protected with 
appropriate PPEs.   
Provide Local Health Departments with Needed Guidance: Clear guidance on employee roles and 
assessment of using all available options for conducting applications over the phone need to be 
developed and implemented.   
 

Department of Juvenile Services   
Provide Proper PPE to All Facilities: Lower Eastern Shore Children’s Center completely ran out of 
cleaning and sanitizing supplies this week.   
Standardize Screening Procedures at BCJJC: Judges and Supervisors are entering the premises through 
back doors and not being screened.    
Facilitate Teletherapy:  Psychologists are still doing in-person meetings and need an option for phone 
conferencing.  
Plan for If or When a Juvenile or Staff Member Tests Positive: No plan has been posted or discussed 
as to what would happen if a child tests positive for COVID-19.  
  
Judiciary  
Business As Usual Is Not Acceptable: The courts are being run exactly the way they were before the 
crisis. While they may be closed to the public, there are no screenings happening for staff. There have 
been no trainings or re-assessments for how to limit exposure to staff still reporting daily to the courts.   
  
Department of Labor   
Provide and Clarify Office Hygiene and Safety Procedures:  UI currently has a backlog of 55,000 
Unemployment Claims. Employees are working six days a week in the on-line claim centers in College 
Park and Towson in an attempt to mitigate backlog.  Yet basic protocols are not being adequately 
followed.  
Provide More Support for Telework:  Few Job Service Specialists have the necessary tools to do their 
work remotely and have made requests of management to provide laptops so they can access forms, 
waivers, etc. A cell phone doesn’t provide the tools necessary to effectively perform their duties.   
Provide Better Supervision:  Some staff are finding it difficult to perform the tasks that supervisors are 
giving them, as some of these tasks are outside the scope of their normal duties.   
  
Department of General Services  
Provide and Execute Proper Training: Housekeeping staff are proceeding as “business as usual” 
despite specific CDC guidelines existing on how to properly clean and disinfect surfaces. No additional 
training has been conducted. Maintenance staff have received no training on limiting their exposure, 
despite daily physical contact with surfaces that can spread the coronavirus. The provision of proper 
PPEs for staff is an ongoing issue.   
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Observe recommended quarantine periods: Management is advising housekeeping staff who are 
identified as having been potentially exposed that the 14-day quarantine period does not apply to 
them.   
  
University System of Maryland  
Demonstrate Urgency: They have consistently been more than a week behind the state in addressing 
issues. All campuses are still “open” with staff, faculty, and students still onsite.   
Improve Staff Communications:  Communication with staff has been poor, late, and sometimes 
altogether absent.    
Provide Who is Still Working on Campus and Why: Despite numerous requests, the union cannot 
obtain what jobs are being done and how employees are being protected.   
Adopt Appropriate Protective Measures and Protocols: The most basic protocols of screening, 
training, deep cleaning, signage and distribution of cleaning supplies has been limited or non-existent.   
Ensure Proper PPE Distribution: Distribution of essential personal protection equipment has been 
inconsistent and, in some places, inadequate.   
Ensure Only Essential/Mission Critical Staff are on Campus:  Because of a lack of clarity or mandate, 
staff including but not limited to groundskeepers, library workers, agriculture workers, administrative 
assistants and admissions office personnel are still reporting to work.   
Develop Plans for Future Campus Functioning and Operations: Now that live cases of COVID-19 
infection have been documented, “what’s next” plans need to be developed, trained on, and executed.   
Clarify Telework Policy:  There has been poor or inconsistent direction, a lack of necessary resources 
and unreasonable expectations. Some staff are being overworked.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


