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Returning to the Office:  
Phase 2 Reopening Plan Allows Businesses to Resume In-Office Work 

 
By Daniel Walker 

 
After over two months of telework and work-from-home, counties entering Phase 2 of Oregon’s 
reopening plan are allowed to return employees to in-office work. As of publication, Oregon’s three 
most populous counties (Multnomah, Washington, and Clackamas) have yet to apply for Phase 2 
reopening, with Multnomah County still waiting for Phase 1 approval.  
 
In late March, most businesses were required to stop in-office work under the Governor’s Stay Home, 
Stay Safe Order. Similarly, the Baseline Phase and Phase 1 of Oregon’s reopening plan generally 
prohibited in-office work when telework or work-from-home options were available. If telework and 
work-from-home options were not available, in-office work was allowed if employers designated an 
employee or officer to establish, implement, and enforce physical distancing policies. 
 
For counties entering Phase 2, Governor Brown’s recent Executive Order 20-27 allows employers to 
begin “limited return to office work” regardless of the availability of remote work options. Key 
threshold steps in returning employees to the office require employers to establish physical distancing 
policies and educate employees on the requirements. Employers should think critically about physical 
distancing policies, taking care to engineer the in-office experience in a way that minimizes in-person 
contact. The following criteria, along with Oregon Health Authority’s (OHA) General Guidance for 
Employers on COVID-19, should be considered when crafting physical distancing policies: 

 Hand washing and sanitation protocols 
 Engineering workspaces to maintain appropriate social distancing 
 Creating one-way paths through the workplace to limit face-to-face contact 
 Avoiding in-person meetings 
 Clearly defining expectations for employees’ use of masks or face coverings 
 Creating protocols for business-critical visitors 
 Addressing food and beverage consumption in common areas 
 Limiting business-related travel to necessary functions 

Employers are also required to designate an employee or employees to ensure that physical distancing 
protocols are disseminated and followed by employees returning to the workplace. In order to clearly 
communicate employee expectations and minimize any confusion over required physical distancing 
procedures, these steps should be taken prior to returning employees to the office.  
 
Despite an understandable desire to return all employees to the office, it may not be in an employer’s 
best interest to require its entire workforce to return at once. The Governor’s order stresses that 
remote work is still recommended to the extent practical. Employers may consider waiting to return 
employees to the office, or allowing a reduced number of employees back to the office, if telework or 
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work-from-home remains feasible.  Also, many offices may be faced with constraints in the physical 
space that would hinder effective physical distancing. Community spread of the virus is still a very real 
concern and workplaces have been at the center of many recent COVID-19 outbreaks.  
 
Each office space and workforce is unique and presents specific considerations when crafting effective 
physical distancing policies. We encourage employers to proactively reach out to counsel to clarify 
protocols and best practices when returning employees to the office. 
 
For questions related to Phase 2 reopening or for any other circumstances related to COVID-19, contact Daniel Walker 
at 503-276-2130 or dwalker@barran.com 


