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Why is Havurah eliminating the testing and notification requirements in our COVID Safety 
rules? 
 
Changing pandemic conditions. The primary reason for this change in the guidelines (essentially 
“contact tracing”) is the dramatic improvement in pandemic conditions. We are now in a very 
different phase of the pandemic. The risk of becoming infected and, more importantly, the 
consequences of infection with Covid, are much lower. Currently around 90% of the population of 
Oregon is estimated to have some immunity from prior infection or vaccination. Case counts, 
hospitalizations, and deaths are dropping precipitously. Test positivity is now below 3%, which 
means that our low case counts are likely to be accurate rather than an underestimate. The risk of 
serious illness, hospitalization, and death among vaccinated and boosted individuals remains 
remarkably low. This means that if a vaccinated individual has a breakthrough infection, the 
overwhelming likelihood is that the infection will be mild. The Omicron variant (which constitutes 
nearly 100% of Oregon’s cases) causes milder illness compared with Delta. A highly transmissible 
disease with less serious consequences of infection (Omicron) is less concerning than a less 
transmissible disease with serious consequences of infection (earlier variants before vaccines and 
Delta). 
 
Contact tracing is no longer a valuable tool in reducing transmission. Earlier in the pandemic 
both the risk and consequences of infection were much higher, and contact tracing (which is really 
what we are talking about when we notify members about a fellow congregant with Covid) was a 
very valuable tool in reducing transmission. Public health authorities, including the CDC, have now 
acknowledged that this practice has little impact in reducing transmission in the current 
environment. In part, this is because Omicron is so highly transmissible and is often transmitted by 
individuals with no symptoms. For every known exposure, there may be innumerable unknown 
exposures from contact with asymptomatic or presymptomatic individuals. (See below.) 

Notification of a Covid infection can generate confusion and anxiety. In addition to the 
general ineffectiveness of continued contact tracing, this practice generates confusion and anxiety.  

Consider this hypothetical. I attend a Havurah adult ed class without masking and without social 
distancing (as per the updated Guidelines). Everyone in the class has been vaccinated (and likely 
boosted). Or perhaps one of us is unvaccinated but tested negative before coming to the class. I 
am informed three days later that a fellow attendee has tested positive. 
 
How does this information impact me? Perhaps the individual who tested positive was infectious 
at the time of our class, perhaps not. This may represent a true exposure if I was in close contact 
with the person for more than 15 minutes. 

• Earlier in the pandemic, I would have quarantined (and would have been required to do so 
by health authorities). 

• If I am vaccinated, boosted, and have no symptoms, what will I do now that I know that a 
fellow attendee has tested positive? 

o I will get tested if I develop any Covid-like symptoms, just as I would if I hadn’t 
attended the class, or if I was not informed about the exposure. 

o Any unvaccinated attendees will also be testing regularly as a requirement for 
entering the building and may also choose to remain masked and distanced. Since 
they are at higher risk for serious illness, they may choose to test in view of this 
possible exposure; however, this strategy may be ineffective as described below. 



• What if I am visiting my elderly mother who is at risk for greater consequences of infection? 
o I will get tested if I develop any Covid-like symptoms and consider a rapid antigen 

test before visiting Mom, just as I would if I hadn’t attended the class or if I was not 
informed about an exposure. 

o I might choose to wear a mask around Mom and/or make sure that she masks. 

•  What if I am living with my four-year-old unvaccinated child or grandchild? 
o I will get tested if I develop any Covid-like symptoms, just as I would if I hadn’t 

attended the class, or if I was not informed about a possible exposure. 

• What if I am immunocompromised and at greater risk for the consequences of infection? 
o I may attend the class virtually. 
o I may attend with a mask and choose to socially distance, in which case I am not at 

risk for exposure. 
o If I am informed about an “exposure” in class, I will continue to be vigilant about 

symptoms and test if symptomatic, just as I would without notification. 

• Should I test even if I’m asymptomatic in light of this exposure? The CDC does recommend 
testing five days after a known exposure, but following that reasoning, I would need to test 
very frequently if I am interacting with others in other situations. 

Remember that I am living a life outside of Havurah (hopefully) in which I am coming into contact 
with all sorts of individuals (vaccinated and unvaccinated) in all sorts of settings. I may have had 
myriad “exposures” to infected individuals of which I am unaware. Being informed of an additional 
exposure in an environment which is safer than most (Havurah) has negligible impact when 
considered in the context of the everyday interactions I have throughout my ordinary life.  

Havurah is not alone in pausing contact tracing. The decision to pause contact tracing has 
been adopted by Portland Public Schools, RSSL (Oregon’s “Ready Schools, Safe Schools” 
guidance), as well as Multnomah County, the Oregon Health Authority, and the CDC. The CMT 
strives to follow guidance from these regulatory bodies in most situations. This is an area where 
there is wide agreement among all regulatory and public health groups (for a change!). 
 
Summary. In summary, continued notification is not supported by current science or public health 
principles, nor by any of the regulatory bodies that impact Havurah. The most effective ways to 
reduce Covid transmission among congregants attending Havurah events are: 
 

• Vax/vax/boost. This is the most effective way to reduce risk of infection, risk of 
transmission, and consequences of infection. 

• Individuals at high risk for serious consequences of infections – including those who are 
unvaccinated – should be encouraged to participate virtually or continue masking and/or 
distancing. 

• Do not attend events if symptomatic, regardless of vaccination status. 
 

If you have any questions about this article, or any of the COVID Safety Guidelines, please send 
them to the COVID Management Team. Reach out to us by email at info@havurahshalom.org. 
Your email will be shared with the entire group and a member of the CMT will get back to you. 
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