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An influenza pandemic occurs when a

new influenza A virus emerges for which

there is little or no immunity in the human

population and the virus spreads easily

person-to-person worldwide. Three major

pandemics occurred in the last century: 1918,

1957 and 1968.

Scientists say that it's not a question of if

a new pandemic will strike; it's a question of

when.The recent outbreaks of avian flu in

Asia in 1997 and 2003 serve as a warning that

another global influenza outbreak, possibly

based on a mutant strain of the avian flu virus,

is likely.

The Center for Disease Control estimates

that between 38 and 90 million people will be

infected with influenza in the next pandemic,

resulting in between 89,000 and 207,000

deaths.

Are we prepared?
This special edition of the Risk

Management Quarterly is about planning 

for the next pandemic.According to the

Occupational Safety and Health Administration

(OSHA), occupations at highest risk in a

pandemic are health care workers, followed

by those with high-frequency contact with

the general population. Our health care

facilities, schools, parishes, and social service

agencies fit into these high risk and moderate

risk categories.

We cannot prevent a pandemic from

occurring, but we can be prepared. And

advanced planning will help us mitigate 

the number of infections, thereby protecting

the health of ourselves, our employees,

and those we serve. n

Planning for an
Influenza
Pandemic
Flu season is here and by now many 
of us have already had our flu shots.
Such a precaution can help protect us
against contracting the seasonal flu,
but these routine vaccines cannot
protect us from a pandemic flu.
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In the United States, the first recorded

cases of virulent influenza occurred in Boston

when several sailors at the Commonwealth

Pier reported sick with influenza in the

beginning of what would become the 1918

pandemic.Within two weeks, over 2,000

military officers and men stationed in the

Boston area had influenza and, in a little over

a year, 450,000 people died from influenza 

in Massachusetts alone.

According to the Commonwealth’s

Department of Health and Human Services,

in the event of a new pandemic, researchers

predict 2 million cases of influenza in

Massachusetts resulting in 80,000

hospitalizations, 20,000 deaths, and over one

million outpatient visits over the course of 

the first wave alone. Since a pandemic usually

happens in three waves, substantially more

hospitalizations and deaths could occur.

With these estimates, it is clear that a 

new influenza pandemic would place a huge

burden on the Massachusetts healthcare

system.With this in mind, in 2006 the

Massachusetts Department of Public Health

issued an Influenza Pandemic Preparedness

Plan. Below are some excerpts from that plan.

Planning for provision of care in
healthcare facilities

Massachusetts health care facilities must

be prepared for the rapid pace and dynamic

characteristics of pandemic influenza.Your

institution’s response plan for pandemic

influenza should, among other things, outline

administrative measures for detecting the

introduction of pandemic influenza,

preventing its spread, and managing its impact

on the facility and the staff. This plan must

include reviewing and updating inventories 

of supplies that will be in high demand during

an influenza pandemic.

Groups and individuals involved in the

institution’s planning process should include:

1.) an internal, multidisciplinary planning

committee with responsibility for

pandemic influenza preparedness and

response

2.) a response coordinator/incident

commander to direct the facility’s

planning and response efforts

3.) a core group from the multidisciplinary

planning committee to work with the

response coordinator and assist with

decision-making during the pandemic

Planning elements
The elements of a hospital influenza

pandemic preparedness plan should include

the following:

n Surveillance: Staff should be vigilant 

in detecting novel strains of influenza.

n Communications: Each hospital and

long term care facility should work with

public health officials, other government

officials, neighboring healthcare facilities,

the lay public, and the press to ensure

rapid and ongoing information sharing

during an influenza pandemic.

n Education and training: Each

institution should develop an education

and training plan that addresses the needs

of staff, patients, family members,

and visitors.
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Critical Care:
Healthcare 
Facilities and
Pandemic
Planning

How prepared are our healthcare facilities if an
influenza pandemic were to occur? According to a
recently published report by the Journal of the
American Medical Association, fewer than half of 
the nursing homes surveyed had a plan for coping
with pandemic influenza.



n Triage, clinical evaluation, and

admission procedures: During the 

peak of a pandemic, hospital emergency

departments, nursing homes and

outpatient offices will be overwhelmed

with patients seeking care.Therefore,

triage should be conducted to: 1) identify

persons who might have pandemic

influenza, 2) separate them from others 

to reduce the risk of disease transmission,

and 3) identify the type of care 

they require (i.e., home care or

hospitalization).

n Facility access: Institutions should

determine in advance the criteria and

procedures they will use to limit access 

to the facility if pandemic influenza

spreads through the community.

n Occupational health: During a

pandemic, the healthcare workforce will

be stressed physically and psychologically.

Like others in the community, many

healthcare workers will become ill.

Healthcare facilities must be prepared to:

1) protect healthy workers from

exposures in the healthcare setting; 2)

evaluate and manage symptomatic and ill

healthcare personnel; 3) distribute and

administer antiviral drugs and/or vaccines

to healthcare personnel, if available, and

as recommended by HHS and state health

departments; and 4) provide psychosocial

services to healthcare workers and their

families to help sustain the workforce.

n Surge capacity: Healthcare facilities

should plan ahead to address emergency

staffing needs and increased demand for

isolation rooms, ICUs, assisted ventilation

services, and consumable and durable

medical supplies.The Center for Disease

Control offers a free download of

FluSurge, a spreadsheet-based computer

program designed to estimate demand for

hospital services during a pandemic.The

software can be downloaded from the

website: www.cdc.gov/flu/tools/flusurge.

n Security: Healthcare facilities should 

plan for additional security.This may be

required given the increased demand for

services and possibility of long wait times

for care, and because triage or treatment

decisions may lead to people not

receiving the care they think they require.

For a copy of Massachusetts’ Influenza

Pandemic Preparedness Plan in its entirety,

please contact the Massachusetts Office of

Health and Human Services at 617-210-5000.

Checklist for Long-Term 
Care Facilities

In a pandemic, nursing homes would be

called upon to take overflow patients from

hospitals. Yet of the more than 400 nursing

homes included in the study, only 23% had a

specific pandemic influenza plan.Another

quarter had a pandemic response incorpo-

rated into an overall disaster response plan,

and 52% did not have any pandemic plan.

The Department of Health and Human

Services (HHS) and the Centers for Disease

Control and Prevention (CDC) have

developed a comprehensive checklist to 

help long-term care and other residential

facilities assess and improve their

preparedness for responding to pandemic

influenza.To download this checklist, go 

to www.rcabrisk.org and click on “Other

Resources” in the Quick Links section.

Resources on the Web
Many other government agencies and

industry groups have prepared guidelines for

healthcare facilities and workers to help them

prepare for a pandemic. Following is a list of

websites of interest:

n www.ama-assn.org – American 

Medical Association

n www.cdc.gov – The Centers for Disease

Control and Prevention 

n www.pandemicflu.gov – Official U.S.

government website on pandemic flu 

n www.dhhs.gov – U.S. Department of

Health and Human Services 

n www.osha.gov - Occupational Safety &

Health Administration, publish “Pandemic

Influenza Preparedness and Response

Guidance for Healthcare Workers and

Healthcare Employers.” For a PDF copy 

of this guide emailed to you, please 

email doreen_rearden@rcab.org.This 

can also be found on our website under

“Other Resources.” n
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Preparing for a Pandemic, continued from previous page

RCAB Risk Management Quarterly 617-746-5745

n Publisher: Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Boston, Office of Risk Management   n Editor: Doreen Rearden

If you have any questions, comments or topic requests for future newsletters, please email doreen_rearden@rcab.org
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Organizations must engage 
in thoughtful and coordinated
planning to anticipate and
prepare for a crisis such as a
pandemic flu outbreak. For a
business, the key to surviving the
possibility of a flu pandemic or
any other disaster is preparation,
and the first line of preparation
is a Business Continuity Plan
(BCP).

Developing a well thought out Business

Continuity Plan will enable an organization to

get through a crisis with minimal disruption

to critical operations. If your organization

already has a tested BCP, check to make sure 

it adequately addresses the unique issues of a

pandemic: personnel, available resources, and

transportation.

Personnel Issues
Personnel concerns would be significant

in the event of a flu pandemic for many

reasons. Staff may become ill themselves, or

they may need time to care for sick family

members. Businesses would have less ability

to replace “lost staff” with traditional methods,

such as temporary staffing agencies, because

those agencies will be experiencing the same

personnel concerns.

Thus, it is imperative that businesses think

creatively in terms of how the work can get

done.Alternate strategies include: cross

training, job sharing, flexible work hours,

virtual offices and telecommuting.

Telecommuting should be an essential

part of planning for a pandemic.

Organizations should recognize the need 

for employees to be home for multiple

reasons, such as sick family members,

quarantine, closed schools, illness or recent

return from overseas travel from an infected

area. When dealing with a pandemic, these

options aren’t just warm fuzzies—they are

essential tools to keep your business alive.

Regional Resources
A pandemic affects everyone. There will

be fewer available police, fire and rescue

personnel. Public service operations and

utility providers will be operating with

reduced staff and may offer reduced services

or have slower response times.

In a pandemic, a downed power line may

cause an extended disruption of electrical

services; fire departments may not be available

to respond to small fires; garbage and

hazardous waste may not be collected; and

mail delivery may be slower. All of this means

organizations will have greater difficulty

managing other crises that may occur and that

the failure of basic services may actually cause

additional crises.

Organizations should review their existing

plans to determine how much of their critical

operations rely on outside assistance and how

likely that assistance will be available in a

pandemic.

Transportation
In a pandemic, all types of transportation

could be impacted.This affects the supply

chain (both vendors and customers), as well 

as employees and service providers. Supplies

and products may not be able to get to their

destination if there is a reduction in freight

operations and trucking.

Public transportation may run less

frequently, or there may be a temporary stop

of some operations/routes.There may be

fewer available taxi drivers and private car 

Business Continuity
Planning
in the
Event
of a
Pandemic
n Adapted from “Avian Flu and You,” 

by Michelle Cross, Senior VP, Risk 

Consulting, Acordia.
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services, and employees may be less likely to

ride-share.

Organizations should identify multiple

options for supply/product delivery and

coordinate these efforts with their suppliers

and customers.

Planning Checklist
Your Business Continuity Plan (BCP)

should include some of the following 

points. These points are adapted from 

the Department of Health and Human

Service’s Business Pandemic Influenza

Planning Checklist.

n Be aware of and review federal, state and

local health department pandemic

influenza plans and incorporate them into

your BCP.

n Prepare and plan for operations with a

reduced workforce.

n Develop a sick leave policy that does 

not penalize sick employees, thereby

encouraging employees who have

influenza-related symptoms to stay home

so that they do not infect other employees.

Recognize that employees with ill family

members may need to stay home to care

for them.

n Identify business-essential positions and

people required to sustain business-

necessary functions and operations.

Prepare to cross-train or develop ways to

function in the absence of these positions.

It is recommended that employers train

three or more employees to be able 

to sustain business-necessary functions 

and operations, and communicate the

expectation for available employees to

perform these functions if needed during 

a pandemic.

n Plan for downsizing services but also

anticipate any scenario which may require

a surge in your services.

n Stockpile items such as soap, tissue,

hand sanitizer, cleaning supplies and

recommended personal protective

equipment.When stockpiling items, be

aware of each product’s shelf life and

storage conditions and incorporate product

rotation into your stockpile management

program.

n Organize and identify a central team 

of people or focal point to serve as a

communication source so that your

employees and those you serve can have

accurate information during the crisis.

n Provide training, education and

informational material about employee

health and safety, including proper hygiene

practices and the use of any personal

protective equipment to be used in the

workplace. Be sure that informational

material is available in a usable format for

individuals with sensory disabilities and/or

limited English proficiency.

n Assist employees in managing additional

stressors related to the pandemic.These

are likely to include distress related to

personal or family illness, life disruption,

grief related to loss of family, friends or

coworkers, loss of routine support systems,

and similar challenges. Employers should

provide opportunities for support,

counseling, and mental health assessment

and referral should these be necessary.

Resources
For a full copy of the above-referenced

checklist, visit the “Other Resources” section

of our website.

In addition, the Occupational Safety and

Health Administration (OSHA) issued a 47

page guide titled, Guidance on Preparing

Workplaces for an Influenza Pandemic.

You can access the guide by going to:

www.osha.gov/Publications/influenza_

pandemic.html or email

doreen_rearden@rcab.org for a PDF version. n

Business Continuity Planning, continued from previous page

Every parent knows that viruses spread
like wildfire among children, especially during
the flu season. It would be no different in the
event of a flu pandemic—illness rates among
children and adolescents will be particularly
high. Our children, especially the youngest
ones, will be among the most at risk.

For this reason, school administrators
need to work with local and national task
forces to be certain they are prepared.
Schools will have many of the same concerns
as any other business: personnel issues,
regional resources, and transportation. But
these concerns will pose a greater challenge
for schools.

Businesses, for example, can reduce social
contacts by having employees telecommute
or rely on email and conference calls instead
of face-to-face interactions. In the classroom
setting, however, social distancing will be
much more challenging due to space issues.

Distance learning via the Internet may be an
option, but would require much planning.

A simple, though important, thing that
every educator can do to help prevent the flu
virus from spreading is to teach and reinforce
the basics of flu prevention, such as frequent
hand washing and covering ones mouth when
sneezing or coughing. In addition, it would be
prudent to encourage students to use hand
sanitizers and tissues by having them available
in the classroom.

The Department of Health and Human
Services (HHS) and the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) have developed
a comprehensive checklist to help educational
institutions—K through 12 and colleges and
universities—assess and improve their
preparedness for responding to pandemic
influenza.To have a copy of this checklist
emailed to you, contact
doreen_rearden@rcab.org. n

Pandemic
in the Classroom
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What is avian flu and is it still a
cause for concern?

Avian flu, or bird flu, is an influenza infec-

tion in birds. It is called avian flu because the

virus that causes the flu normally infects birds

(although sometimes pigs) only. In 1997,

however, a particular strain of the avian flu

virus, classified as H5N1, crossed over to

humans for the first time. Eighteen people in

Hong Kong were infected and six people

died, causing great alarm in the international

medical community.

In 2003, the largest and most severe

outbreak of H5N1 infections occurred in

Southeast Asia. Since then, the virus has

caused hundreds of human illnesses and

deaths across Asia and has spread to parts of

Europe and Africa.

How does the virus spread?
The H5N1 virus is specifically linked to

chickens. For this reason, it has only been

known to infect people who have extensive

direct contact with the respiratory secretions

or droppings of infected birds. Exposure is

considered most likely during slaughter,

de-feathering, butchering, and preparation 

of poultry for cooking.Thus, farmers and food

service workers have been particularly at risk

for infection.Though rare, there have been

isolated reports of human-to-human

transmission of the virus.

Although no cases of avian flu in humans

have been reported in the U.S., the Center for

Disease Control (CDC) warns:

“There is little pre-existing natural

immunity to H5N1 virus infection in the

human population. If H5N1 viruses gain 

the ability for efficient and sustained

transmission among humans, an influenza

pandemic could result, with potentially high

rates of illness and death worldwide.”

What is being done to protect 
the public?

Vaccines to protect humans against H5N1

viruses are currently under development. In

addition, there are multiple surveillance

programs in effect for the early detection of

avian flu viruses, including the H5N1 virus, in

Massachusetts. In the meantime, the best line

of defense is to follow the same precautions

as with any flu. Specific guidelines can be

found on the Health & Wellness page of this

newsletter.

Resources
Federal and state agencies have developed

plans for dealing with an avian influenza

outbreak in the U.S. For more information

about avian flu prevention and planning in

Massachusetts, please visit

www.pandemicflu.gov/plan/states/

massachusetts.html.

In addition, OSHA has published a Quick

Card for preventing avian flu specifically

designed for food handlers. A copy of this

card can be downloaded from the homepage

of our website: www.rcabrisk.org. Click on

“Other Resources” in the Quick Links section.

Or contact doreen_rearden@rcab.org if you

would like a PDF copy emailed to you. n

Is
Avian
Flu
Still a
Threat?

Nations with confirmed cases of H5N1 Avian Influenza
[Source: Center for Disease Control (CDC)]

Just a few years ago, it was difficult to read
the newspaper or watch the news without
coming across reports of an avian flu
epidemic in Asia. Millions of birds were
slaughtered or died and human cases of 
the infection were gaining attention. Health
officials at the time feared that a global
outbreak of avian flu was imminent.
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Avoiding
Influenza

1. Avoid close contact.
Avoid close contact with people who are

sick.When you are sick, keep your distance

from others to protect them from getting sick

too.

2. Stay home when you are sick.
If possible, stay home from work, school,

and errands when you are sick.You will help

prevent others from catching your illness.

3. Cover your mouth and nose.
Cover your mouth and nose with a tissue

when coughing or sneezing. It may prevent

those around you from getting sick.

4. Clean your hands.
Washing your hands often will help

protect you from germs.

5. Avoid touching your eyes, nose
or mouth.

Germs are often spread when a person

touches something that is contaminated with

germs and then touches his or

her eyes, nose, or mouth.

6. Practice other good health
habits.

Get plenty of sleep, be physically active,

manage your stress, drink plenty of fluids, and

eat nutritious food.

Printable Materials for Promoting
Good Health Habits
n Cover Your Cough

(http://wwwdev.cdc.gov/flu/protect/

covercough.htm)

n Be a Germ Stopper: Healthy Habits

Keep You Well

(http://www.cdc.gov/germstopper/)

n Flu Prevention Toolkit: Real People.

Real Solutions

(http://wwwdev.cdc.gov/flu/toolkit)

n Stopping the Spread of Germs at

Home, Work & School

(http://wwwdev.cdc.gov/flu/protect/

stopgerms.htm)  n

n Source: CDC Influenza (Flu) Fact Sheet, Coordinating Center for Infectious Diseases (CCID),

National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases (NCIRD) (http://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/about/),

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

The single best way to prevent seasonal flu is to get vaccinated each
year, but good health habits like covering your cough and washing
your hands often can help prevent respiratory illnesses like the flu.
There also are flu antiviral drugs  that can be used to treat and
prevent the flu.

            




