
State L&I investigates Gebbers Farms housing
County health 
working closely 
with company

BY MARCY STAMPER

The state Department of Labor 
& Industries (L&I) has launched an 
investigation of two housing camps 
operated by Gebbers Farms after 
a complaint about possible non-

compliance with emergency rules 
designed to protect workers in tem-
porary housing from COVID-19.

L&I launched the investiga-
tion last week after receiving a 
complaint in conjunction with 
the death of a Gebbers employee 
from COVID earlier this month, 
according to Tim Church, director 
of communications for L&I. L&I 
opened the investigation to see if 
there are safety violations at the 
camps that may have been a con-

tributing factor, Church said.
L&I inspectors visited the 

camps, John’s Farm Camps No. 1 
and 2, a few times last week. Early 
indications suggest that the com-
pany wasn’t following emergency 
rules regarding the use of bunk 
beds in housing facilities, Church 
said. There are about 280 workers 
at the two camps, 140 at each loca-
tion, he said. Gebbers has several 
other housing sites for their work-
ers, he said.

The emergency rules are com-
plex, but they allow farms to use 
bunk beds only when the resi-
dents are treated as a family unit 
or cohort, so that they live, work, 
eat and travel together. They also 
need to remain separated from 
other individuals to keep the virus 
from spreading in a group setting, 
Church said.

If there is no family cohort, 

Methow Valley schools will offer 
options for opening in August
Choices include 
remote learning, 
home schooling

BY MARCY STAMPER 

There are still many uncer-
tainties about the coming school 
year, but one thing is sure — most 
students and families will be able 
to choose the arrangement that 
works best for them.

Af ter  rev iewing su r vey 
results from almost 300 peo-
ple and talking with teachers 
and staff, the Methow Valley 
School District is proposing 
three options: a hybrid model 
where g roups of  students 
would a lternate, at tending 
school two days a week and 
doing schoolwork remotely 
the other three days; 100% 
remote lea r n ing;  and,  for 
kindergarten through eighth 

grade, home schooling sup-
ported by a teacher through 
the dist r ict’s REACH pro-
gram.

The district plans to present 
the final choices to students and 
their families on Monday (Aug. 
3), but is still seeking feedback, 
Methow Valley School District 
Supt. Tom Venable said.

The district hopes to be able 
to offer in-person instruction, 
but that could change if the gov-
ernor or public health officials 
determine that COVID cases are 
too widespread for face-to-face 
learning to be safe, Venable said.

To develop the opt ions, 
the distr ict sent out a sur-
vey to parents, students and 
the community. They can-
vassed teachers and staff and 
held focus groups. A Reopen 
MVSD Workgroup of about 30 
administrators, teachers, sup-
port staff, parents, educational 
partners and community mem-

bers analyzed all that input to 
design the three choices.

Their decisions emphasize the 
physical safety of students, staff, 
families and the community, and 
social and emotional health of 
students and staff, Venable said.

Survey respondents and teach-
ers were split evenly, half comfort-
able with some form of in-person 
instruction and half uncomfortable 
with any in-person contact, Ven-
able said. The level of discomfort 
appeared to grow with the recent 
rise in COVID cases, he said.

Everyone has learned from the 
abrupt switch to remote learning 
in the spring, so the district is 
adapting. To avoid overwhelm-
ing emails and interactions with 
eight different teachers, high 
school students will have classes 
split into four double blocks 
each semester. For example, stu-
dents who typically spent a year 
learning algebra would study 
the full year’s worth of algebra 

in the first semester, and then 
would take their entire science 
class — or another subject — in 
the second semester.

“The focus is on quality versus 
quantity to make this more man-
ageable,” Venable said.

Venable presented the options 
to the school board at its meet-
ing last week. “This is an oppor-

tunity to make sense of the 
uncertainty and ambiguity that 
surround us,” he said.

The boa rd — l ike fami-
lies who responded to the sur-
vey — appreciated educators’ 
work to create a successful 
program and acknowledged 
the challenges. “No one has 
ever had to do th is — it’s 

uncharted territory. The stakes 
are astoundingly high,” school 
board member Dana Strom-
berger said.

Any decision will have conse-
quences, whether it’s social isola-
tion, economic hardship or health 
risks, she said.

‘Ranger Rick’ Lewis 
hangs up the hat
Retires after

long tenure at

Pearrygin Lake
BY DON NELSON

If he’d been a better typist, 
“Ranger Rick” Lewis might be 
retiring from an entirely differ-
ent career.

Lewis — who this week is 
concluding 30 years of service 
at Pearrygin Lake State Park, 
the last 20 of them as the park 
manager — went to Washington 
State University with the inten-
tion of being a sports writer.

But he was too slow on the 
keyboard and the rest, as they 
say, is history. Lewis switched 
to an outdoors-oriented major 
that led to a 42-year career in the 
Washington State Parks system.

At Pearrygin Lake, one of the 
state’s most popular parks, he con-
tinuously worked toward his vision 
of a multi-recreational, family-
friendly destination where diverse 
visitors could feel welcome.

During Lewis’ tenure, the park 
north of Winthrop has more than 
doubled in size from 587 acres to 
about 1,200 acres, thanks in part to 
Lewis’ astute lobbying for the pur-
chase of adjacent properties as they 
became available, for state funding 
to back the acquisitions, and for 
local volunteers’ help in improving 

the sites. Lewis never stopped look-
ing forward, and made the commu-
nity a partner in the park’s growth 
and development. This week, he’s 
watching a longtime dream come 
true as a major renovation project 
nears completion.

In recent years, Lewis took 
on additional responsibili-
ties as manager of the State 
Parks Okanogan Highlands 
Park Management Area, which 
includes Conconully and Cur-
lew Lake state parks.

While Lewis has become a 
familiar figure in his State Parks 
uniform, he’s also well known 
for his other interests: com-
munity service in a number of 
local organizations, refereeing 
high school basketball games 
throughout the region, and 
announcing at Liberty Bell High 
School athletic events.

And he has been firmly 
embedded in the community 
since his first days at Pearrygin 
Lake. Lewis and his wife, Cathie, 
met in Pullman and were mar-
ried in 1985. They celebrated 
their 35th wedding anniversary 
this year. The Lewises have lived 
in the same house near Little 
Twin Lake for nearly 25 years. 
They have two grown children, 
Rebecca and Tim, who both 
attended Methow Valley Schools.

Early interests
Lewis was a sports fan from 

an early age — one of his grand-
fathers played minor league pro-
fessional baseball including a stint 
in the old Pacific Coast League 
that included the Seattle Rain-
iers, who played in historic Sicks 
Seattle Stadium — which Lewis’ 
other grandfather helped build. 
His father was a chemist at the 
Rainier brewery in Seattle, and 
got free tickets to baseball games.

As a kid living in Seattle, 
Lewis delivered both the Seattle 
Times and Post-Intelligencer 
newspapers. He attended Roos-
evelt High School for his sopho-
more year, but then the family 
moved to Spokane where Lewis’ 
father took a job as a regional 
inspector for the state Depart-
ment of Health and Social Ser-
vices. His father’s huge territory 
included the Methow Valley, 
where he got to know “Doc” 
Henry, the legendary local physi-
cian and founder of Aero Methow 
Rescue Service.

Lewis attended Mead High 

School in Spokane, where he 
lettered in golf and was the team 
manager and statistician for the 
basketball team. He apprenticed 
in journalism by working on the 
school newspaper. From there 
he enrolled at WSU — his “first 
and only choice”– with the goal 
of becoming a sports writer.

“But I couldn’t type fast 
enough to get into the journal-
ism program,” Lewis recalled.

Taking it outside
There was another option. 

Lewis grew up in an “outdoorsy 
family” that spent a lot of time 
camping, he worked at a camp in 
Idaho, and drove tour boats at Gla-
cier National Park during summer 
breaks — so with that outdoors 
inclination, and an aptitude test 
that confirmed his interests, Lewis 
switched to the recreation and 
parks management program at 
WSU.
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County, Methow Valley 
fire danger ‘very high’
Conditions: dry 

fuel, hot temps, 

strong winds
BY MARCY STAMPER

The danger of a fire in the 
Methow Valley and most of Okano-
gan County is now “very high,” the 
Washington Department of Natural 
Resources (DNR) announced.

DNR increased the precau-
tion level on Friday (July 24) 
from “high” to “very high” in the 
Methow and Valley fire danger rat-
ing areas. The Valley area encom-
passes lower elevations in the 
Methow, including Mazama, Win-
throp, Twisp and the lower valley, 
plus much of Okanogan County. 
The Methow area covers higher ele-
vations such as upper Twisp River.

Fire danger remains “high” in 

the Okanogan Highlands and in the 
Chelan Fire Danger Rating Area.

Fuels are dry and ready to burn 
as the Methow Valley experiences 
the hottest temperatures of the 
summer, with high winds in the 
forecast, according to Okanogan 
County Fire District 6.

The Okanogan County com-
missioners have already banned 
all outdoor burning on private and 
county property. Under the ban, 
charcoal barbecue grills, agricul-
tural burning, and outdoor burn-
ing of yard waste are prohibited. 
Gas-fired barbecues are allowed.

On Tuesday (July 28), state 
Commissioner of Public Lands 
Hilary Franz imposed a state-
wide burn ban on DNR-protected 
lands. Her order covers 12 mil-
lion acres of public and private 
land, and is valid through Sept. 

G L I D E  T I M E

Photo courtesy of Donni Reddington
A paraglider descended from Goat Peak near Mazama last week, 
one of 10 who took advantage of clear skies and minimal winds.

Photo  by Don Nelson
Rick Lewis spent 30 years at Pearrygin Lake State Park.

Illustration courtesy of Methow Valley School District 
Methow Valley Elementary School students will have distinctive protective masks to wear.
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Okanogan County’s unemployment 
rate climbs to all-time high in May

BY MARCY STAMPER

People out of work because 
of the COVID pandemic have a 
new worry, with the extra $600 
weekly federal benefit set to 
expire this week unless Congress 
reauthorizes the program.

Because so many jobs in the 
Methow Valley and Okanogan 
County are in leisure and hospital-
ity, workers here were especially 
hard-hit by the COVID pandemic. 
They’ve also been slower to recover.

With tourists visiting the Methow 
in large numbers, some jobs are 
returning. But restaurants are still 
restricted to 50% capacity — mean-
ing fewer workers and lower 
tips — and many eateries are still 
closed.

Okanogan County’s unemploy-
ment rate in May was the highest 
since the state started keeping 
electronic records in 1990, said 
Don Meseck, a regional labor 
economist with the state Employ-

ment Security Department (ESD).
Under the statewide stay-home 

order, Okanogan County lost 
almost 69% of all leisure and hospi-
tality jobs (comparing May 2019 to 
2020), whereas statewide, the loss 
was 45.5%, Meseck said. Because 
it takes time to conduct the detailed 
county analysis, the most recent 
numbers are from May. The leisure 
and hospitality sector includes not 
only hotels and restaurants, but also 
recreation such as golf courses.

The ESD has released statewide 
unemployment numbers for June, 
which show the unemployment 
rate in the county at 9.4%. In May, 
it was 13.6% – more than twice the 
rate from May 2019, Meseck said.

The number of people out of 
work in the county increased by 
almost 106% from May of 2019 
to 2020. That number takes into 
account the size of the labor force, 
which dropped by 1,500 from last 
May to this May, Meseck said.

Layoffs also hit Okanogan 

County later than in other parts of 
the state, he said. There was a 9% 
job loss in April, and it climbed 
further — to 12% — in May.

The ESD has been flooded 
by an unprecedented number of 
unemployment claims and, while 
many people have been getting 
checks, some claims are still being 
processed or verified. Some peo-
ple are still waiting for their first 
unemployment check — some as 
long as 13 weeks, according to cli-
ent advocates at Room One, the 
social-service provider in Twisp. 

As of Tuesday (July 28), Con-
gress was still deadlocked on 
the supplemental unemployment 
benefit. Democrats are pushing to 
continue the $600 benefit. Repub-
licans have proposed reducing 
the federal supplement to $200 
a week or capping total benefits 
at 70% of wages, arguing that if 
people earn more on unemploy-
ment than on the job, they’ll have 
no incentive to go back to work.

That led to a summer break stint 
as a State Parks aide at Gingko Pet-
rified Forest, which in turn led to 
Lewis’ decision to switch his major 
again, to forestry and range man-
agement and wildlands recreation.

Lewis left WSU a couple of 
credits shy of a degree, taking a 
job as a seasonal ranger at Pot-
holes State Park near Moses Lake 
in 1983, and eventually moved on 
to Goldendale Observatory where 
he became an entry-level ranger. 
He went to Deception Pass State 
Park in 1984 for his first full-time 
permanent position.

At Deception Pass, Lewis 
said, “I really learned a lot about 
myself and how to handle high-
pressure, stressful situations,” 
including issuing citations (state 
park rangers meet the same quali-
fication requirements as other law 
enforcement officers in the state). 

“We use the word ‘discretion’ 
a lot, but we have to be ready to 
deal with any situation,” Lewis 
said. Serious problems don’t 
arise often at Pearrygin Lake, he 
said, which “has a lot to do with 
the type of people and the intent 
of people who come here.”

After spending a year at Wallace 
Falls State Park near Gold Bar, in 
1990 Lewis and his family moved 
to the Methow and Pearrygin Lake 
State Park, where the park manager 
was Ted Smith, a natural mentor for 

Lewis. “We decided this was going 
to be our home, no matter what,” 
Lewis said.

Smith retired in 1999, and 
Lewis applied for the head ranger 
job at Pearrygin. It was competi-
tive, and he had to go through 
a rigorous process. The review 
panel included Smith and long-
time local U.S. Forest Service 
employee Jennifer Zbyszewski. 
“They made me sweat,” Lewis 
said. In January 2000, Lewis 
became Pearrygin’s head ranger.

Community connections
In that role, Lewis early on 

decided he “wanted to take the 
park into the community.” He got 
actively involved with the Winthrop 
Chamber of Commerce and the 
Winthrop Kiwanis, and has been 
part of those organizations for years. 
Lewis arranged the park’s first entry 
in the Winthrop ’49er Days parade 
in 2000, now a tradition. He offered 
the park as the annual site for the 
Kiwanis Easter egg hunt, as well 
as other locally oriented activities 
including summer concerts.

That level of involvement, Lewis 
said, became “very meaningful to 
the community, and to me.”

Not only has the park grown, 
but its seasonal appeal has greatly 
expanded with the emergence of fat 
biking as a popular winter activity.

“I really think the trail sys-
tem around the lake is probably 
the signature piece of everything 
we’ve done,” Lewis said. He also 

cited the Rex Derr Trail, named 
for a former State Parks director.

Lewis credited the park’s 
improvements to “being in the right 
place at the right time and having 
a vision.” Much of what has hap-
pened at Pearrygin Lake reflects 
community preferences expressed 
at a 2004 meeting of the State Parks 
Commission that took place in the 
Methow Valley, he said.

A major project in the master plan 
that came out of those discussions is 
changing the park’s landscape this 
summer. Changes include construc-
tion of a new entrance (there will 
be just one, rather than two); a new 
welcome station at the entrance; 
and installation of utility infrastruc-
ture for future improvement phases. 
More remains to be done in Phase 
II, including additional campsite 
improvements.

“There are plenty of things 
that need to be accomplished 
here,” Lewis said, perhaps 
including a horse trail and cor-
ral, and connections to a more-
extensive regional trail system.

Lewis said he understands “the 
importance of outdoor rec to the 
American way of life,” and that 
is a large part of his motivation to 
provide the best possible experi-
ence for park visitors — an escape 
from life’s usual demands.

The coronavirus pandemic has 
dramatically affected how state 
parks have operated this year, and 
had a notable impact on that desire 
for escape, Lewis said. Pearrygin 

Lake’s day use areas have never 
seen so many people, he said. “The 
parking lots are full on weekday 
afternoons,” he said. “People have 
been very gracious and expressed 
their thanks.”

Lewis is looking forward to 
spending a different kind of time 
at Pearrygin Lake.

“My intention is to be one of 
the regular users here, to be part 
of the group that appreciates 
what State Parks does,” he said.

Sharon Soelter, area manager 
for the Central Lakes Manage-
ment Area (Alta Lake, Lake 
Chelan, Bridgeport and 25 Mile 
Creek state parks), will oversee 

Pearrygin Lake until a perma-
nent replacement is named.

Other activities
Lewis’ community involve-

ment manifested itself in other 
high-profile roles. He is a high 
school basketball referee (an 
avocation that started in his col-
lege days, when he got involved 
in intramural sports refereeing to 
make extra money).

Lewis has also been the public 
address announcer at Liberty Bell 
High School athletic events includ-
ing football, basketball, volleyball, 
baseball and track and field, an 
interest that dates back to radio 

reporting he did in high school.
Lewis will take August off, 

and then take on a part-time job 
as manager of The Cove food 
bank in Twisp. Although corona-
virus precludes Lewis having a 
going-away party, he and Cathie 
are staying in the valley, so people 
will eventually have the opportu-
nity to thank him and congratu-
late him on his retirement.

As for the long-ago aspira-
tion: Lewis has written free-
lance sports stories for the 
Methow Valley News in recent 
years, and is eager to take on 
more. No one is going to give 
him a typing test.

Photo by Don Nelson
Rick Lewis noted progress on a major improvement project at Pearrygin Lake State Park.

residents can use only the bottom 
bunk bed, according to the state’s 
emergency rule and Guidance for 
Temporary Worker Housing dur-
ing the pandemic issued by the state 
Department of Health (DOH). The 
rule includes specific guidelines for 
distance between beds to ensure that 
people sleep head-to-toe. 

L&I issued an Order and Notice 
of Immediate Restraint to Gebbers 
Farms on July 22. The order says the 

company “should strongly consider 
following the cohort provisions” for 
housing at all its locations.

L&I’s preliminary findings were 
only about bunk beds and don’t 
imply that there were any other pos-
sible rule violations, Church said. 

Okanogan County Community 
Health Director Lauri Jones said 
she’s been working closely with 
Gebbers Farms since the company 
contacted her in February about how 
to ensure safe working conditions 
and accommodations for its work-
ers. Gebbers brings in about 3,000 
people to help with the growing sea-

son and needs to keep them healthy 
to carry out the harvest, Jones said.

Jones said she’s confident that 
the company has instituted effec-
tive procedures, including sanitizing 
facilities and requiring masks in the 
workplace and transportation. The 
company set up different days for 
employees to pick up their paychecks 
to minimize the number of people 
gathering at any one time. “Gebbers 
has jumped through hoops to keep 
their workers safe,” Jones said.

Housing units can accom-
modate up to 15 individuals, 
according to the DOH guidance. 

If groups use the same dining 
facilities, they must be cleaned 
between each group. Employers 
can install barriers that extend 
from the floor to near the ceil-
ing to separate beds. Barriers are 
also required between sinks.

Related family members can live 
in the same unit without physical 
distancing and can use bunk beds.

Employers need a system for 
regular health checks and daily tem-
perature screening. If anyone in a 
cohort becomes sick, all members of 
the group must be tested or quaran-
tined, per DOH rules.

Jones said she is in contact 
with Gebbers every other day, 
particularly as people have been 
tested for COVID or become 
infected. Gebbers has set up iso-
lation camps for any employees 
who are sick and they are closely 
monitored, Jones said.

Gebbers provides educational 
materials in Spanish, Jones said. 
Despite the education campaign 
and requirements for workers, 
it’s hard to control what people 
do on their own time, she said.

L&I has an open investigation. 
The agency won’t provide any fur-

ther information while the inves-
tigation is ongoing, Church said. 
Once the investigation is complete, 
L&I will notify Gebbers Farms. 
After that, the inspection can be 
released to the public.

L&I is required to complete 
an inspection within six months 
but the agency is doing its best 
to respond as quickly as possible, 
Church said. If L&I finds vio-
lations, a company can be cited 
and fined, but it’s rare to shut a 
company down, he said.

Gebbers did not respond to a 
request for information.


