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In May 2020, the UUCR Board created a COVID-19 Task Force to study and recommend 
guidelines and policies for operating in the face of the COVID-19 epidemic.  At the current 
time, UUCR is allowing groups of up to 25 to hold meetings outside. The following explains the 
rationale for the recommended metrics for reopening UUCR for indoor, in-person worship.   
 
Why choose to use the Covid Act Now Metrics? 
 
The Task Force was charged with creating guidelines based on the most up-to-date scientific, 
medical information available.  It chose to use Covidactnow.org as a highly credible, reliable, 
medically accurate, and easily accessible source of information for national, state, and local 
data and recommendations.  
 
Covid Act Now is a nationally respected, multidisciplinary team of technologists, 
epidemiologists, health experts, and public policy leaders from Georgetown University Center 
for Global Health Science and Security, Stanford University Clinical Excellence Research 
Center, and Grand Rounds. Their team has identified and tracks 5 key metrics that determine 
COVID risk levels in 50 States and 3,000+ counties across the US.  They report figures and 
offer an interactive US map coded green, yellow, orange, or red to show overall risk levels.   
 
This team’s website, www.covidactnow.org, updates metrics and maps daily. Individual 
State/county pages also show trends, giving the value of each indicator from March 1 to the 
present. In order to determine when it is safe to reopen the church building, the UUCR COVID 
Task Force and Board will assess the risk levels and trends in Fairfax County and in 5 
adjacent counties, the District of Columbia, and Alexandria City. You can track daily 
information at www.covidactnow.org.      
 
Why measure across 6 DMV Counties, DC and Alexandria City? 
 
UUCR members, friends, and staff come from the entire DMV area. We live, work, shop and/or 
attend schools outside Fairfax County. The virus does not respect state or county boundaries. 
Uncontrolled spread of the virus in an adjacent area is likely to put people in Reston at risk. 
Waiting until the virus is under control in the immediate surrounding cities and counties will 
minimize the risk of COVID transmission at UUCR.  
 
The media outlets have carried numerous stories of super-spreader events at which a single 
person, with or without obvious symptoms, infected many others.  Indoor church services have 
been identified as one of the highest risk activities -- at the same level as bars and casinos.    
 
 
Covid-19 does not respect geographic distinctions.  It spreads where people live, play and 
work. These 6 counties are most likely to determine risk levels UUCR members face.   

https://ghss.georgetown.edu/
https://ghss.georgetown.edu/
http://med.stanford.edu/cerc.html
http://med.stanford.edu/cerc.html
https://grandrounds.com/
http://www.covidactnow.org/
http://www.covidactnow.org/
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What are the September 29, 2020, values for each of the five metrics in Fairfax County 
and Virginia and what are the recent summer trends? 
 
1) Daily new cases (target <1 per 100,000) were 6.71 and have increased steadily from 3.4 

since early July. (Risk: medium) In Virginia, it is 9.4 (Risk downgraded September 28th from 
high to medium) 

2) Infection rate (target <0.88):  Currently .97. This figure was 0.65 in mid-June, but has been 
1.00 or higher for the past 60 days. (Risk: medium) 

3) Test positivity (target <3%):  Fairfax Co. figures are not available, but the state figure for 
Virginia is currently 4.6% indicating not all new cases are being detected and more testing 
needs to be done.  This number decreased slightly by the end of September. (Risk: 
medium) 

4) Tracers hired (target >90%):  County figures not currently available so we will reference 
State figures.  Virginia, currently has 38%, and has changed little over the past 60 days.  At 
this level, Virginia is unlikely to successfully trace fast enough to prevent new outbreaks.  
(Risk: medium) 

5) ICU Headroom (target <50%):  Currently a very desirable 14%, and steady at about that 
level over the past 60 days.  (Risk: low)                  

 
At this writing, Fairfax County overall is rated as at medium risk, yellow – slow disease growth, 
and Virginia as a whole fell to yellow this week, after having been at orange for most of the 
summer. The State’s COVID preparedness is below international standards. Prince William 
County is currently at the highest risk level, with DC, Montgomery County, Loudon, Alexandria, 
and Arlington rated yellow on most of the metrics at this writing.  
 
What are the expectations for each of the five metrics between now and January 1?  
When do you expect each to reach the critical threshold value? 
 
Given the growth trend in new cases in Fairfax County since early July, the coming influenza 
season, and the return to more indoor activities as cooler weather approaches, we do not 
anticipate the metrics to move the County to a green containment rating before January 1.  
And the low risk rating critical to reopening may not be reached until well into 2021.          
 
Why not include ICU Headroom on UUCR’s list of mandatory four metrics for 
reopening? 
 
The Task Force believes that if the other metrics have all reached the green, low-risk values, 
there would be very few COVID cases and very little demand for ICU beds for virus patients.  
In addition, some counties have very few ICU beds available and/or dedicated to COVID 
patients.  Three cases could cause a red indicator and distort an otherwise good picture across 
the rest of the DMV.  
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Why were the critical threshold values selected for each metric?  
 
A paper “Key Metrics for Covid Suppression,” by the Harvard Global Health Institute and 
others, discusses the metric framework and the risk/color levels.  At the low/green level, a 
locale is “on track for containment,” although with a number of conditions for catching spikes 
and outbreaks.  The higher risk levels indicate higher threats and the need for more and more 
governmental and personal actions – yellow risk levels indicate possible community spread, 
and orange and red indicate dangerous community spread.  The Task Force, including its 
three medical and public health professionals, agreed that Fairfax County and the surrounding 
areas should be on track for having COVID contained, i.e., with the four critical metrics each at 
the green level, before reopening for in-person services. The Board voted to agree. Choosing 
to be at the lowest risk level is consistent with the Board and Task Force’s explicitly stated 
value in May: “We will do all we can to not put people’s lives at risk by coming to worship 
or other church events.  Church is not worth dying for.” 
 
What changes might we expect in worship services and in the UUCR building when we 
reopen? 
 
The Task Force will stay current with the best scientific and public health information from 
government agencies (CDC, State and local Board of Health), from the UUA, from public 
health organizations, from architects and industry groups, etc.  Since medical and scientific 
facts are still rapidly evolving, we are not creating recommendations for worship service 
adaptations at this time.   
 
Guidelines for social distancing, mask wearing, hand-washing stations, restroom use, use of 
hymnals, singing, hospitality, and disinfection, will be developed and based on the latest public 
health information available at the time we reopen, and will continually be re-evaluated. 
 
If there is neither an effective vaccine nor effective early treatment but the four metrics are met 
as stated in the policy, UUCR will determine how our facilities can be modified to reduce risk 
from airborne transmission.  For example, we might need to upgrade our HVAC systems to 
admit more outside air (recommended in many current guidelines to reduce aerosol 
transmission, now understood to be a major factor in super-spreader events).  However, at this 
time, this expensive solution is not recommended as more research is required to determine its 
mitigation effects.   
 
Our experience with virtual church services has taught us that we cannot go back to holding 
only in-person services.  The Worship Committee will begin planning for all services to be 
hybrid when we reopen.  We need to develop the capacity to livestream services for people 
who cannot attend in person as well as posted on a social media platform for later viewing.  
 
What happens if there is an outbreak of COVID in Fairfax County after in-person 
services have resumed? 
 
The Task Force will continue to monitor data as long it is available and recommend changes 
quickly.  Also, the County’s schools can be used as a “canary in the coal mine.” If the schools 
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have reopened to “live” classroom lessons and then close because of an outbreak, in-person 
services at UUCR will likely be suspended. 
 
Are there aspects of UUCR’s current building that concern the Task Force about 
allowing reopening, e.g., ventilation, HVAC equipment, size of worship and meeting 
spaces, restrooms? 
 
At least initially after reopening, building users should expect restrictions in how many people 
are allowed to attend a church service or other event, in the use of restrooms, etc.  One of the 
biggest concerns of the Task Force currently is ventilation and the HVAC system in the 
sanctuary: airborne (aerosol) transmission of the virus in high occupancy, poorly ventilated, 
indoor spaces is known to occur in church spaces. CDC and State Board of Health guidelines 
recommend admitting as much outside air as possible; the sanctuary’s current 
ventilation/HVAC system admits very little outside air and there are only two small windows in 
the sanctuary.       
 
What other aspects of traditional in-person services are a concern?  
 
Group singing, responsive readings, sharing of food, sharing of hymnals, even the fabric chairs 
could pose a risk of transmission before there is a vaccine or herd immunity.  Until the 
pandemic, high occupancy of the sanctuary was a joy for UUCR, not a concern.  As indicated 
in the answer above, building users can expect restrictions on total number of worshippers, 
along with physical spacing requirements.  Singing has been found to be especially risky and 
choir practices have led to super-spreader events.   
 
Who may I talk to if I have more questions or concerns? 
         
Meredith Kimbell and Rev. Debra are Co-Chairs of the Task Force. You may also ask any 
member of the Task Force: Bruce Anderson, Cara Fortner, Marsha Hughes-Rease, Terry 
Mitchell, Dana Sheppard, or Steve Zappala.  
 


