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Information about the virus that causes COVID-19 and its transmission continues to evolve. The 
focus initially was on transmission by droplets of the virus to surfaces and then to hands and 
then internalized. The initial guidance focused on social distancing and hand washing for 
prevention. Over time, the need for face coverings to reduce transmission became clear and 
then local and state mandates were implemented in many locations. 
 
The likely methods of transmission of COVID include fomites, droplets and airborne (aerosol). 
Fomites relates to objects that may be contaminated with infectious material which is then 
later transferred to another person through touch or ingestion. The primary strategy for 
addressing fomites is a regime of cleaning, sanitizing, and disinfecting as defined in previously 
issues guidance for restaurants and other commercial spaces. 
  
Viral laden droplets are larger particles expelled by a person. Due to their size, they tend to fall 
to the earth within six feet of the ill person. The primary strategies for addressing droplets are 
distancing, masks, and cleaning/sanitizing/disinfecting. In a restaurant, where a mask is not 
worn, settling droplets are primarily addressed through disinfection and occupancy capacity 
restrictions. Fewer people, spaced apart and regular disinfection of shared spaces increase 
safety. 
  
Airborne (aerosol) are tiny particles of viral material that are small and light enough to linger in 
the air and thus be shared through normal breathing. It is unclear how much of the material is 
needed to infect a person but there are several well-known instances of large outbreaks that 
can be tied to this form of transmission. While this is currently not considered the most likely 
route of transmission, it is an important part of prevention in certain indoor environments. The 
primary strategies for addressing airborne transmission include ventilation/filtration, masks, 
capacity restrictions and distancing. 
 
It is now accepted that an aerosol aspect of transmission is important to consider as well as 
droplets and fomites. This is most important in developing guidance for indoor spaces without 
good ventilation and filtration. https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/more/scientific-
brief-sars-cov-2.html 
 
Existing guidance with a focus of cleaning, sanitizing, and disinfecting practices is important 
regardless. The question becomes whether we have adequately anticipated the impacts of 
airborne transmission and what, if any, impact that should have as we look toward a winter 
season in which people are spending more time indoors and out of sunlight. 
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The “good” news on airborne risks outdoors is that the virus decays pretty quickly in ultraviolet 
light, a recent study finds a reduction of 90% in about 6 minutes in peak summer and 19 
minutes in late winter/early fall in sunlight. The same study required about 125 minutes for 
90% decay without sunlight. 
https://www.contagionlive.com/news/sunlight-inactivates-the-airborne-virus-that-causes-covid19 

 
Nature seems to have a system in place to help reduce the risks outdoors, in sunlight with wind 
providing natural ventilation. That could provide evidence of a somewhat lower risk at outdoors 
events and activities during daylight hours. Downhill and Nordic skiing and other activities in 
sunlight benefit from this natural defense. The same might not be true of an event under a 
shelter for instance. 
 
Indoor locations with higher capacity of non-household members, longer linger times, and no 
face coverings (restaurants for instance) would be a higher risk for all of the forms of 
transmission. There needs to be a critical mass of viral loading in the air for the airborne risk to 
be meaningful. That is why building ventilation and filtration are seen as tools in reducing 
loading. 
 
This will be a major issue as we look toward the winter ski season. Indoor bars and restaurants 
will face significant challenges. Theaters, night clubs, schools and valley public transportation 
are also areas of concern looking toward the winter. 
 
Our initial focus for economic recovery was to get businesses safely reopened, now the focus 
shifts to keeping them open. The evidence of airborne infection transmission suggests that we 
may need to amend our practices as we look toward the winter ski season or identify new tools 
to help prevent viral airborne loading while continuing to address droplet and fomite 
transmission. 
 
The most efficient and cost-effective strategies known at this time for reducing the risk of 
airborne transmission are to: optimize use of outdoors spaces and activities; and, to optimize 
ventilation and filtration systems of indoor spaces. Pitkin County has previous shared thoughts 
on ventilation and filtration in “VENTILATION AND FILTRATION FOR INDOOR PUBLIC  
GATHERING SPACES: A REVIEW”. 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oNUhQx2CCwSsMrbSklOreAN1Yjp62sYd/view 
 
By focusing on outdoor spaces and ventilation/filtration, Pitkin County residents and businesses 
can reduce risk of airborne transmission using normal maintenance and/or modest upgrades 
that are in alignment with the level of risk. Maintaining ongoing efforts to clean and disinfect, 
face coverings, and distancing are proven relatively low-cost methods to reduce transmission. 
The above are first recommendations. 
 
Our business community will still face challenges due to capacity restrictions in some cases. In 
response, some businesses are pursuing additional winter space through temporary structures. 
Both Pitkin County and the State of Colorado have issued important information as a business 
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considers such an approach. 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_Z0KtLhe5tBRgV835NP4qTijpQCNpOMv/view 
“USE OF TENTS TO SUPPLEMENT DINING SPACE IN RETAIL FOOD SERVICE ESTABLISHMENTS: A 
REVIEW” 
 
Temporary structures may be a useful tool in some situations but they essentially become 
indoor space when enclosed that typically lack mechanical ventilation or filtration. The lack of 
ventilation and filtration in an enclosed space where people are talking while not wearing face 
coverings, gathered in tables of up to 10 and seated for an extended period of time is a 
concern.  
 
 
Resources: 
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/07/11/1005087/coronavirus-airborne-fighting-wrong-

way/ 

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-02058-1 
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