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Pandemic Preparedness Plan

Introduction

The world is planning for the next pandemic.  The World Health Organization, Health and Welfare Canada, the Ministry of Health and Long term Care, Peel Region, and the Cities of Mississauga and Brampton have commenced pandemic preparedness planning and are encouraging all major employers to do the same. 

A flu pandemic occurs when a novel virus which is virulent and easily transmitted  infects humans.  The world typically experiences three pandemics per century.  The 20th century saw the Spanish flu (1918), the Asian Flu (1967) and the Hong Kong flu (1974).   The World Health Organization believes that the world is overdue for another pandemic.  Considerable attention is focused on the potential for the H5N1 virus (avian flu) to be the source of the next pandemic.  H5N1 has mutated from wild birds to domestic birds to cats (a route typical of past pandemics).  It is mutating slowly and there are mixed reports of a few cases of human to human transmission. 

The avian flu has however, served to bring a sense of urgency to the need for pandemic contingency planning.  The Board is being advised by all levels of government to consider the following predictions during its planning:

· the possibility that 40 -  60%  of staff will be absent at some point  during the course of the pandemic

· a 1-2% death rate among staff and students who contract the virus

· two distinct waves of illness, 3-9 months apart and each lasting 6-8 weeks

The World Health Organization identifies the following pandemic cycle.  It considers the world to currently be in Phase 3.

Period
Phase
Characteristics

Preparedness
Phase 1 
· No new influenza virus subtypes have been detected in humans. 

· An influenza virus subtype that has caused human infection is present in animals.

  


Phase 2
· No new influenza virus subtypes have been detected in humans. 

· However, a circulating animal influenza virus subtype poses  substantial risk of human disease.

 


Phase 3
· Human infection(s) with a new subtype, but no human to human spread or at most rare instances in close contact only

.


Phase 4
· Small cluster(s) with limited human to human transmission but spread is highly localized, suggesting the virus is not well adjusted to human hosts




Phase 5
· Larger cluster(s) but human to human spread still localized, suggesting the virus is adapting to humans, but may not yet be fully transmissible (substantial pandemic risk)



Response
Phase 6
· Increased and sustained transmission to the general public



Recovery
Phase 7
· Return to pandemic preparedness period.

 

The Region of Peel predicts that the effect of a moderate pandemic on the population in Peel would be approximately 500,000 ill, 132,000 hospitalized and 1600 deaths for every one million people.  

The Peel District School Board has commenced planning internally and externally by:

· working with the Dufferin Peel Catholic District School Board and the Region of Peel to coordinate interagency planning

· establishing a preparedness planning committee chaired by the Associate Director – Instructional Support Services

· having department/locations commence the preplanning phase to ensure an appropriate preparedness level

· meeting with all union and association groups to establish a consultative approach to pandemic planning.

Information

The health and safety of staff and students will be closely monitored.  If health and safety becomes a concern, the Executive Committee will consider recommending the closure of specific sites.  It is also possible that the Medical Officer of Health may make recommendations regarding the closure of individual schools, or all schools.

It should be noted that while the schools are open during a declared pandemic, normal program expectations and service levels may not be met (e.g. special education).

Operations – Organizational Structure

In the event of a pandemic being declared, the following organizational changes be made.

1. The Executive Committee will be responsible for directing the system on a day-to-day basis.

2. A special Committee called the Operations Committee will be formed.  The Operations Committee shall consist of the Director of Education, Associate Director, Instructional Support Services, Associate Director, Operational Support Services, Superintendents of Education (3), the Superintendent of Staff Development & Student Support Services, Controller of Planning and Accommodation Support Services, Superintendent of Human Resources Support Services, Director of Human Resources Support Services, the Director of Communications & Strategic Partnerships Support Services, Controller of Finance Support Services, Controller of Facilities and Transportation Support Services, a centrally assigned elementary principal and a centrally assigned secondary principal, or designate.  It shall be the purpose of the Operations Committee to act as resource and to make recommendations to the Executive Committee.

The establishment of an Operations Committee will have the effect of centralizing operations.  It will ensure that a highly structured and directed mode of operations be followed.

Role of the Executive Committee

1. To direct the overall operation of the system.

2. To receive reports from the Operations Committee.

3. To make decisions as to the Regional operation of the Board.

4. To review plan for the release of information as prepared by the Operations Committee and to authorize the sending of media releases.

5. To report to the Board as to the operation of the system.

6. To determine the closing of any school(s) due to excessive absenteeism.

Role of the Operations Committee

1. To monitor and make recommendations on the overall operation of the system on a daily basis.

2. To make a clear and complete assessment of situations that may arise in the Region.

3. To act as a resource to the Executive Committee.

4. To recommend courses of action to the Executive Committee.

5. To help determine the substance of all news releases.

6. To act as an emergency resource for Superintendents of Education, Principals and other Board personnel.

Operational Mode

1. By 10:00 a.m. each day, the Central Office portion of the Committee shall receive update reports from all Superintendents/Controllers including absenteeism reports.

2. The Superintendents of Education will make contact with schools on a daily basis.  It shall be the responsibility in each Field Office for Superintendents to ensure that there is always a Superintendent of Education available to respond to an emergency situation.

3. Requests by the media will be referred to and received by the Director of Communications & Strategic Partnerships.  Schools will be closed to media.

4. In the event of an emergency situation arising, the Central Office portion of the Committee shall make decisions regarding requests for assistance.  The Associate Director, Instructional Support Services or designate shall be consulted in all cases in which an emergency decision must be made.

5. From 12:30 - 2:00 p.m. each day, the full Operations Committee will review the data that has been received.  The Committee will make assessments of situations and will develop a series of recommendations for the Executive Committee.  In addition, news releases (substance) will be determined.  The Committee shall decide how to handle specific requests by the media brought by the Director of Communications and Strategic Partnerships.

6. At approximately 2:30 p.m. each day the Operations Committee will connect with the Executive Committee.

Additional Information

The Operations Committee is a Regional Committee and it is imperative that Superintendents of Education consult with the Associate Director of Instructional Support Services, or designate, before making any decisions or taking any significant action.  This will ensure appropriate consultation with Executive Committee, and issues will be handled in a consistent manner in the system.  Direction will be provided by the Associate Director, Instructional Support Services, or designate, to principals which will detail procedures to be followed as specific issues arise.

A secretary should be designated for the Operations Committee.

Information Items:

Intention:

It is our intention to conduct the affairs of the Peel District School Board in accord with existing Peel Board policies and operating procedures.

The following is for your information as to what the intention of the administration will be once a pandemic is declared.  The intention is that:

1. After Hours School Permits – existing/new permits for school facility use will be cancelled/not issued.

2. Board Meetings – Board meetings be held as scheduled and more frequently if necessary and may be held electronically.

3. Community Schools – after hours activity/access to community schools will be cancelled.

4. Continuing Education – night school, summer school and international language programs be cancelled.

5. Courier – will operate as usual.

6. Critical Incident Response Teams – the critical incident response teams will not be deployed in the usual manner.

7. Essential Maintenance Services – sufficient contractors in the areas of heating, air conditioning and controls, electric, plumbing, P.A. systems, fire alarms, program bells, structural (glazing repairs), roofing, security alarms, snowplowing & sanding/salting, grass cutting, locksmith services and computer repair have been contracted and we expect to have adequate resources in the event of any emergency which should be reported by the principal or designate to Maintenance Services.

8. Extracurricular Activities – extracurricular activities will be cancelled.

9. Field Trips/Excursions – there will be a moratorium on field trips/excursions.

10. Food Programs – that pizza days and other school based food programs be cancelled.

11. Garbage Collection – the normal process for garbage collection will be maintained.

12. Home Instruction – home instruction will be cancelled.

13. Instruction/Evaluation/Reporting – where possible, the regular instructional program and those activities related to instruction, evaluation and reporting will continue.

14. Maintenance – the normal procedure shall continue, i.e. emergency calls will be directed to Maintenance Services with a follow-up to the Facilities Manager as soon as possible.  Maintenance items, which are not of an emergency nature, should be communicated by telephone to the Facilities Manager in the normal manner.  Board staff and outside contractors will be used for all types of emergency maintenance and routine maintenance may be suspended.

15. Meetings – meetings that take administrators or staff out of school will be either cancelled or held by teleconference.

16. Occasional Teachers – school principals be permitted to engage supply teachers that are from either the elementary or secondary occasional teacher list to ensure appropriate levels of coverage and supervision in schools.

17. Printing – the Print Shop will continue to operate as normal, provided sufficient staff are available.  Items related to pandemic communications will be given the highest priority.

18. Professional Development Activities – all professional development activities and attendance at conferences will be cancelled;

19. School Councils – principals will have a plan for on-going communication with the Chair of their School Council.  School council meetings at the school, regional or district level will be cancelled.

20. Security of Facilities – while schools are open, security of facilities will continue in accordance with current procedures.  In the event that schools are closed, additional security patrols will be scheduled for all affected buildings.

21. Student Transportation – subject to daily review, buses maintain regular schedules while schools remain open.  Our contracted bus operators have informed us that when the absenteeism level of bus drivers reaches approximately 5% then this will jeopardize the operators ability to provide adequate level of service.

22. Supplies Orders – the normal process for order and delivery of supplies will be maintained.

23. Volunteers – the present practice regarding volunteers in Peel schools be reviewed on a regular basis.

Communication Plan for Pandemic Preparedness Contingency

June 2006

Background

A pandemic is any infectious disease that spreads rapidly throughout the population. Experts cannot predict when the next pandemic might occur, but historically pandemics occur three to four times each century. A likely form of pandemic might be influenza—pandemic flu is a new highly infectious viral respiratory illness that occurs when a new strain of the influenza virus appears and spreads quickly around the world. Pandemic flu will spread more quickly than seasonal human flu because humans will have little or no immunity to this new virus. Experts say that up to 25-35 per cent of the population may get pandemic flu at some point. 


Two factors have heightened public concern in Ontario about the possibility of a pandemic flu—one is Ontario’s experience with SARS and the other is the ongoing worldwide concern about avian flu. Though our board was not directly affected by the SARS cases in Toronto, we gained important experience about how staff, parents and the community will likely react should we experience a pandemic and how important communication will be to any contingency plan.

Environmental scan

The cases of SARS in Toronto in 2003, though contained mainly to a small number of hospitals and the front-line health care professionals, heightened awareness of and concern about the possibility of a pandemic. The experience of dealing with SARS highlighted many areas in which our society is unprepared to deal with a pandemic and shook public confidence. Lack of communication between different stakeholders was a serious issue. Much work has been done to learn from the problems encountered during SARS, but the public wants tangible evidence that there is a coordinated pandemic preparedness plan at all levels of government. 

Our stakeholders will want evidence that we are well prepared in the event of a pandemic. It’s not enough to say we have a plan—we must share all aspects of our plan widely with all stakeholders in an open, transparent way if we want to gain their confidence and trust. 

SARS showed Canadians that we are not “safe” from a pandemic—something we have come to expect. Parents expect their children’s health to be protected when they are in school. As we saw from SARS, parents will not hesitate to keep their children home from school if they believe there is a risk to their child’s health—regardless of evidence or assurances from the school board or public health authorities.

During the fall and winter of 2005-06, there was a great deal of media and public attention on cases of avian flu in other parts of the world. The speculation that avian flu could mutate into pandemic dominated the news for much of the fall and winter. This demonstrates that we cannot wait for the pandemic to actually begin before we begin to communicate with stakeholders.

Strategic considerations

· During SARS, we experienced the problems that were created when the medical officer of health in Toronto gave the school board different directives than the medical officer of health in Peel, or when school boards across the GTA used different approaches to deal with the situation—for example, some boards choosing to close schools without a directive from public health. Inconsistencies in approach were confusing to parents and staff and caused serious operational and communication difficulties. As much as possible, we need a consistent approach across all of Ontario.

· We are not doctors. We must rely on the advice and direction of provincial public health officials in the event of a pandemic. Decisions about closing schools for health reasons (as opposed to safety issues due to insufficient staff to provide adequate supervision) must be made by public health officials, not the Peel board.

· It is vital to recognize that nothing is more important to parents than the wellbeing of their children. As we experienced with SARS, parents will not hesitate to keep their children home from school if they perceive a possible threat to their children’s health. They tend to be skeptical of “experts” who tell them it is safe for their children to be in school—they seek alternate sources of information and will question how we can “guarantee” that their child will not suffer any health effects.

· Public reaction will be divided between those who will think we are not doing enough to protect the safety of staff and students and those who think we are over-reacting. All of our decisions are completely open to public scrutiny and criticism. Despite the extremes of public opinion, our goal is to make sure our stakeholders are informed about our plan and our contingency actions—whether or not they agree with them.

· Health and safety concerns can quickly create widespread panic among a group, if not managed well. Once people are panicked, providing them with information may no longer be sufficient to help them feel they are safe—even though all the evidence may support a finding that the school/workplace is safe to occupy, there is a portion of any population who will remain resistant to reassurance. 

· Individuals will seek out their own sources of information about pandemic preparedness, the health risks, etc. People who have an extreme concern about this health issue may quickly “bee-hive”—connect with others who have the same interest/concern and organize into a cohesive activist group. This type of group has the potential of being very persuasive and powerful in shaping the opinions of others. This type of group can also be very effective in obtaining media coverage to their cause/issue. Even a single employee or parent with a compelling story to tell about a health concern can garner a great deal of media coverage.

Communication goal

Stakeholders are confident that the Peel board is well prepared for a pandemic. They are aware of the ways to get information and provide feedback about our plan. During a pandemic contingency, stakeholders are highly satisfied at all times with the amount of information they are receiving about the status of programs and services. 

Key messages

· The Peel District School Board is well prepared for a pandemic. Our plan is completely open to staff, parents, students and the community for their information and feedback.

· During a pandemic, the Peel board will follow the advice and guidance of provincial and local public health officials who have the expertise to assess the level of health risk posed by a specific situation.

· Our priority during a pandemic is to keep schools open as long as it is safe to do so. Non-essential services will be halted to focus on providing the most necessary services to our community.

Communication strategies

Stage 1: Preparing for contingency

Communicate the board’s pandemic preparedness plan widely to all stakeholders

· Create new section of website, which will contain all information about the board’s pandemic plan. Create new subscription for any new information posted to this section.

· Communicate to all employees in June and September 2006 to inform them about pandemic plan. Create a template script and package that school administrators and supervisors can use to communicate with their staff about the plan in fall 2006. Roll out infection prevention program in fall 2006.

· Meet regularly with representatives of staff associations to work together on the development of the pandemic plan. Provide informal updates as needed between meetings. Gain their “endorsement” for the plan and develop joint communication to their members.

· Create plain-language summary fact sheet about board’s pandemic plan, Q&A and other background material, as well as the complete plan. Translate summary fact sheet into top 25 languages spoken in Peel. Distribute to community organizations and ethnic media, as well as posting in new multi-lingual section of Peel board website.

· Communicate board’s pandemic plan to all other Peel public sector organizations. In fall 2006, information-sharing session will receive input from community groups about the board’s plan.

· Create a series of template parent communications for newsletters and handbooks from June 2006 onward to inform parents about various aspects of the pandemic plan.

· Hold one or more focus groups to gather parent input into the board’s pandemic plan.

· Focus the autumn school council training night on the pandemic preparedness plan. Create a consultation paper for school councils to provide feedback about the pandemic plan.

· Provide regular updates and opportunities for input for Trustees and senior administration.

· Hold a briefing for local reporters and education reporters to give them background on the board’s pandemic plan.

· Create a briefing package about this issue for municipal politicians, as well as local MPPs and MPs. Provide them with contacts and information sources if they receive constituent questions.

· Update the Ministry of Education regularly, through appropriate reporting channels.

· Send summary fact sheet to all current permit holders. Include it with permit for all new permit holders. Add condition to all new permits that in the event of pandemic contingency, all permits will be cancelled.

· Through regular meeting with childcare providers, share details of pandemic plan. Emphasize the board’s commitment to keeping childcare programs going as long as it is safe to do so.

· Provide detailed information to bus companies. Provide summary fact sheet for distribution to bus drivers.

· Distribute information to all night school students to inform them about the board's pandemic plan, highlighting the fact that night school will be cancelled if the board goes into contingency, and letting them know how they would get information.

· Provide standard Peel board letters for schools to give to their food program providers, field trip or excursion vendors, etc. explaining the Peel board's pandemic plan and the fact that these programs would be cancelled during contingency.

Communication strategies

Stage 2: Pandemic is confirmed outside of Canada

After consulting with public health authorities to gain reassurances that there is no imminent health concern in Peel, the board would continue to use all of the communication strategies from phase 1 to reassure staff, parents and other stakeholders. Use the heightened interest to make sure stakeholders understand the board’s contingency plan and how they can gain information. Emphasize awareness of the services that have been identified as essential during a pandemic, and those that would be curtailed during contingency.

Communicating with staff

· Cascade of meetings to ensure face-to-face communication with all staff. 

· Superintendents of Education meet with their administrators, providing information about the information received from public health authorities. Explain that if there is a confirmed case of pandemic in Ontario, the Peel board will go into contingency. Explain how schools will operate during contingency. 

· Provide scripts and handouts for administrators to use in conducting meetings of all full-time and part-time permanent and casual staff, so they can deliver the same consistent messages to all staff at their location.

· Controllers and Superintendents in HJA Brown Centre and field offices hold staff meetings to provide information about how their department will operate during contingency. Managers/Supervisors hold meetings if necessary to make sure all staff receive messages face to face.

· All meetings will emphasize the message that, in the event of contingency, the board expects staff to come to work if they are well, unless public health authorities or the board close their school/worksite. Provide staff with direction about how to find out if their school or worksite is open or closed (page on peelschools.org, school's voice mail, emergency call-out).

· Set up briefing with heads of all staff associations. Assign one member of senior administration to each staff association—this individual will be the main contact between Operations Committee and the staff association. The staff association will receive a daily update following Operations Committee, and will direct all major questions/concerns through this individual to Operations Committee. Keep in constant contact to identify staff concerns, questions.

Communicating with parents and the public

· Update website to provide most current information. Send update to subscribers.

· Provide all schools with a parent communication, translated into 25 languages. Use this letter to reinforce information sources and remind them of essential services.

· Send background information to all media, informing them that the Peel board will go into contingency if there is a confirmed case of pandemic in Ontario and informing them of how the board will operate in contingency.

Communication strategies

Stage 3: Pandemic is confirmed in Ontario

In the event that public health authorities confirm a pandemic in the Ontario, the Peel board will go into contingency. 

Communicating with staff

· Email all staff informing them that the Peel board is now in contingency. Inform them of the public health guidance the board has received. Remind them of the main ways that the board will function during contingency—e.g. what essential services will continue and what activities will be curtailed. Remind them of information sources. Remind them that the board expects them to come to work if they are well, unless public health authorities or the board close schools or worksites. Remind staff how to find out if their school/worksite is open or closed (peelschools.org or 890-1010).

· Provide script, Q&A and other background to principals and supervisors. Ask them to feed back questions and concerns they are receiving, through their Superintendent or Controller, to Operations Committee, so they can be added to Q&As.

· Provide all staff associations with a daily telephone or email update following Operations Committee, and will direct all major questions/concerns through this individual to Operations Committee.

· Intranet broadcast page will be cleared of all messages other than contingency information. Staff will be given this as one of their main information sources. Daily updates will be posted after the Operations Committee meeting.

Communication with parents

· Send home letter to parents, explaining that the board is now in contingency. Letter is translated into 25 languages.

· letter explains main ways to get information—website, school voicemail, 890-1010 phone line

· remind parents of essential services that will continue in schools and those that will be cancelled

· emphasize that, if they are well, students are expected to come to school unless public health authorities or the board close schools

· emphasize key message that students who are ill should remain at home

· direct parents to check website or board voicemail daily by 6:30 am for information about any buses cancellations

· explain that field trips, excursions, pizza days and other food programs will be cancelled during contingency and let them know they will receive specific information from their school about refunds/rescheduling (probably after contingency is over)

· Use website as main information source for parents and the community about the status of schools.

· website home page is cleared of all information in What's New and Spotlight except contingency messages

· website listing of all schools with status (open or closed) will be updated daily or as needed

· daily updates will be posted following Operations Committee

· send all newly posted information out to subscribers

· Provide information on 890-1010 phone line.

· use board's voicemail system to provide overall information and status of schools

· update voicemail messages daily following Operations Committee

· provide multi-lingual voicemail boxes with general information

· Provide schools with standard signage—"School is open" or "School is closed" to be posted on the school exterior each day to help communicate with parents.

· Provide schools with voicemail scripts to use on their school answering machine to provide parents and staff with the information about the status of their school.

· Provide schools with scripts for secretaries on a daily basis, or as necessary, to answer parent questions regarding contingency.

Community organizations and media

· Send information out to all permit holders indicating permits are cancelled until further notice.

· Post information on website about all other cancellations.

· Email information to complete list of community organizations informing them that the board is in contingency, outlining essential services that will continue, directing them to website and 890-1010 for updates.

· Email information to all Peel board vendors for whom the board has contact information.

· inform them that the board is in contingency

· outline the main essential services that will continue and those that will be cancelled

· explain how the contingency might affect vendors

· Prepare daily update for media. Distribute to media via CNW, post on website and email to subscribers. School will be closed to media, except where special permission is given by the Director of Communications and/or Operations Committee.

· Make personal contact with key ethnic media outlets.

· Hold media briefings or news conferences, if needed, to share significant news.

· Contact all child care providers. Provide them with a main board contact for them to direct questions/concerns.

Communication with trustees

· Trustees will receive, by email and fax, daily updates following Operations Committee. Regular board meetings will be conducted by telephone while the board is in contingency, unless otherwise determined jointly by the Operations Committee and Chair of the Board.


