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Recommendations of the Reopening Task Force

June 18, 2020

This task force was convened to recommend, to the OSTNS Board of Directors, protocols 
and approaches for the phased reopening of the synagogue building, with a focus on the 
initial stage.  The task force consists of: Rabbi Shmuel Herzfeld, Maharat Ruth Friedman, 
Executive Director Monica Wolfe, Maintenance Supervisor Mike Kelly, OSTNS President 
Yaakov Roth, Facilities Committee Chair Harris Cohen, Gabbai Ariel Wolf, Security 
Committee Co-Chair Dr. Shaanan Meyerstein, Dr. Katie Schenk and Dr. Becky Anhang 
Price of the Medical & Health Committee, and Gala Committee Co-Chair Avril Weisman.

The recommendations below address when and how the initial reopening should occur.  
As a general approach, they take the applicable directives of our local (DC Department of 
Health) and national (Centers for Disease Control) public health authorities as a floor and 
adopt additional precautions recommended by other Jewish organizations and our own 
resident experts, informed by the particulars of our community and facility.  A full list of the 
resources upon which the task force relied can be found at the end of this report.  

Note that this report focuses on the resumption of services for members of the community.  
Protocols for office staff will be addressed separately.  Please also note that this report is 
geared toward higher-level frameworks, rather than operational details.  The task force is 
and remains engaged on those details, to assist synagogue staff in implementing these 
recommendations, but they are not comprehensively spelled out in this document.

I. Timing of Reopening

As of May 29, 2020, the District of Columbia is in “Phase One” of its reopening plan, under 
which gatherings of no more than 10 individuals are permitted.  Thus, as a technical legal 
matter, OSTNS could resume prayer services immediately.  However, the task force does 
not recommend doing so, for two principal reasons.  
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First, guidance from a wide range of Jewish organizations has urged waiting a minimum of 
14 days, after religious services are first permitted, before resumption of those activities, to 
allow for evaluation of whether that phase is safe and sustainable.  We are further advised 
that, due to lags in compiling and processing data, 3-4 weeks would be better than 14 
days.  We want to ensure that local reopening has not caused community spread of the 
virus to soar before taking action, and that could take 3-4 weeks to evaluate.

Second, the task force believes that holding services limited to 10 individuals presents very 
challenging practical and logistical obstacles.  Ten men are required for a minyan, and so if 
gatherings are limited to that number, we would need exactly 10 individuals—no more, no 
less—for the entirety of the service.  Women would be unable to attend, and either clergy 
or lay leaders would be forced to allocate the limited spots among members, while turning 
others away.  This is an unattractive and unworkable model, and further counsels in favor 
of waiting until the 10-person limit on gatherings is further relaxed.

For both reasons, the task force recommends that OSTNS not resume in-person services 
until the later of: (i) 4 weeks after the May 29, 2020 initiation of “Phase One” of the District 
of Columbia reopening plan; or (ii) the relaxation, through entry into “Phase Two” of that 
plan, of the 10-person limit on gatherings in the District of Columbia.  As of today, Phase 
Two is expected to begin as early as June 22.  Once this set of conditions is satisfied, we 
recommend that services resume as soon as the parameters set forth in Part II of this 
report can be reliably implemented.  The task force further recommends that weekday 
services resume first, as they present fewer challenges than Shabbat services. 

II. Parameters of Initial Reopening

The task force recommends the following rules and procedures to govern operations when 
the building initially reopens.  These are designed to (i) minimize to the extent possible the 
risk of virus transmission; (ii) enable contact tracing to occur, should that become needed; 
and (iii) rebuild a sense of trust and security for our members.  

Please note that we are intentionally referring to the initial stages of reopening as 
"services" and not "shul." We are proud that Ohev attracts Jews of all ages, and we greatly 
value the presence of all of our members. Because the initial stages are going to be 
unable to accommodate young children and those in the vulnerable categories, we are 
specifically referring to them solely as "services." The "shul" experience that we love and 
cherish will not resume until we can all gather together again safely.

1. Individuals who have a fever or other symptoms (or who have someone in their 
household with symptoms), have traveled outside of the country, or who have been 
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exposed to someone who is COVID-positive in the past 14 days may not be 
admitted to the synagogue.  We will rely on the honor system for enforcement of 
these restrictions, which will be communicated clearly to members through both 
email and prominent signage, and at the time of registration for services.

2. To start, services should be limited to one per day (either shacharit or mincha-
maariv, at the discretion of the clergy).

3. To start, services should be capped at 25 individuals (men and women).  We 
anticipate that DC will allow gatherings of up to 100 during Phase Two, but we 
recommend lower capacity to start and gradual increases over time.

4. Services should ideally be held outdoors, in the alley adjacent to the social hall.  
Services will be conducted efficiently and congregants encouraged to disperse 
promptly thereafter.

5. If inclement weather prevents outdoor services, services may be held indoors in the 
main sanctuary (ordinary capacity: 625 people), with at least one empty row or 6 
empty seats between family units (estimated capacity: 125 people, or 20% of 
ordinary capacity).  All sections of the sanctuary, including the side sections, should 
be utilized.  Alternate rows should be roped off to ensure adequate distancing.

6. Individuals who wish to attend services must pre-register using an online document 
so that (i) the capacity restrictions are monitored and enforced, and (ii) we will be 
able to facilitate contact tracing, if needed.  Clergy should develop a prioritization 
scheme if more than 25 individuals seek to attend a single service.

7. Individuals attending services should be encouraged to bring their own siddurim and 
chumashim when possible.  Any communal books should be placed into a box at 
the completion of services so they can be sanitized after use by maintenance staff.

8. All visitors should be required to wear facial coverings.  The synagogue will provide 
disposable masks if needed, but individuals should be encouraged to bring their 
own.  Children under 2 are exempt from the mask requirement, but children who are 
unable to maintain physical distancing or adhere to the other rules should not attend 
services at this time.  Children who do attend must remain with a parent at all times, 
including when they use the bathroom or visit the water fountains.  

9. All persons entering the building should be required to sanitize their hands with 
sanitizer or by hand washing.  Sanitizer and signage should be provided at the 
entrance of the synagogue and in other locations throughout the building.



4

10.Building access should be limited to any listed services only and areas of the 
building not in use for services should be roped off.

11.The synagogue should strongly discourage those above the age of 70 or who have 
serious medical conditions from attending services in person.

12.No kiddush or other food or drinks should be provided during the initial phase.

13.Following an initial cleaning prior to reopening, all offices, common areas, handrails, 
seats, rest rooms and touch points should be cleaned and disinfected at least once 
daily using EPA or CDC approved cleaning materials – ideally prior to the daily 
service and then again immediately afterwards.  The synagogue will provide the 
maintenance staff with appropriate protective equipment for such purposes.

14.Extra attention should be provided by maintenance staff and the Facilities 
Committee to HVAC systems to ensure proper filter change outs, maintenance, and 
an appropriate level of outside air set to meet CDC air circulation guidelines.

15.No physical contact of any kind, including hand shakes or fist bumps, between 
participants from different household units, should occur.  In addition, there should 
be no kissing of the Torah or mezuzot.  

16.A plan for entry and exit will be developed in coordination with the Security 
Committee with the goal of maximizing the number of entrances and exits and 
facilitating one-way movement.  The entry/exit instructions will be displayed 
prominently on signage inside the building.

17.Signage should be placed at the front door, in restrooms, and other areas to 
educate members about these rules and other mitigation measures. 

18.Because many members will be unable or unwilling to attend services during the 
initial phase, the synagogue should continue to afford virtual access to services and 
other synagogue activities, as they resume.

III. Phasing 

The above recommendations are not intended to be permanent.  Restrictions will be eased 
following the overall timetable of the DC reopening guidelines and the CDC practical 
guidance documents, and depending on local conditions, new information, and the 
eventual development of vaccines or therapies.
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During the initial phase, the task force recommends that the frequency and capacity limits 
of services be subject to flexible adjustment by clergy and staff as conditions warrant.  For 
example, after the once-daily services have been occurring for a week and any kinks have 
been worked out, the synagogue could consider holding more services daily or increasing 
the capacity limit above 25, depending on demand.  Of course, at no time should DC’s cap 
on gathering size (expected to be 100 during Phase Two and 250 during Phase Three) be 
exceeded.  But the size of our sanctuary (625 seats) means we can operate at a low 
capacity in relative terms (20%) while still holding approximately 125 people.

Most of the other restrictions enumerated above—facial coverings, cleaning protocols, 
distancing rules, pre-registration requirements, etc.—should be left in place for a longer 
period of time and likely through the High Holidays.  

IV. Protocols for Reported Cases

The task force recommends that all members be clearly instructed to contact a member of 
the clergy, or the executive director, should they become symptomatic or receive a positive 
COVID viral test result within 14 days of attending a synagogue service.  The synagogue 
should commit to keeping the names of such individuals confidential.

In the event of such a notification, the synagogue should take these steps: (1) ensure that 
the DC Department of Health has been advised; (2) notify all individuals who attended the 
same service as the affected individual of the exposure, and (upon request) provide those 
names and contact information to the DC Department of Health contact tracing teams; and 
(3) cease all services until the affected areas have been sanitized and disinfected.

V. Resources

● https://coronavirus.dc.gov

● https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/index.html

 https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/organizations/index.html 

 https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/faith-
based.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F201
9-ncov%2Fphp%2Ffaith-based.html 

 https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/community-faith-
based/faq.html 
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● https://securecommunitynetwork.org/resumption-of-operations-and-organizational-
reopening-working-group

● https://www.ou.org/covid19/

●

https://coronavirus.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/coronavirus/page_content/attac
hments/COVID-
19_DC_Health_Guidance_for_Places_of_Worship__2020.06.17_ForPOSTING.pdf


