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Pandemic Flu Q&As 13 Oct 09 
Pandemic flu; Wave Two

As widely predicted, the coming of autumn and the return of children to school appears to be the herald for wave two of the current flu pandemic.  Numbers of those reporting flu symptoms have increased over the past few weeks, but fortunately in a gradual manner.  Latest figures (12 Oct) show increases in England & Wales, and a very slight decrease in new cases in Scotland.  The government’s chief medical officer has voiced the opinion that this constitutes the next wave.  Evidence from the first wave was that this pandemic flu virus spreads very easily; so what will the second wave be like?

Will it be worse than the first wave? Although it is impossible to predict, experts feel it unlikely that the virus will become more virulent.  This does not appear to have happened thus far.  A nightmare scenario along the lines of the 1918 pandemic would be extremely unlikely in this modern era with effective antibiotic availability.  And examination of the last few pandemics suggest that overall, they appear to be decreasing in severity.  The pandemic flu remains, for the vast bulk of sufferers, a mild illness.

Fortunately the country has large stocks of antivirals, a vaccine is now licensed and the vaccination programme is planned to begin in October; first deliveries are currently forecast to be in w/c 19 Oct.  The current plan is that two doses if the vaccine will be given with an interval of 3 weeks between doses, for adults and children over 6 months of age.  This may be reduced to one dose dependent upon the outcome of trials.  Initially the vaccine will be given to those who would ordinarily have seasonal flu vaccine, pregnant women (subject to licence) and those living with immunocompromised people.  There should in due course be sufficient vaccine for the entire population.

What does this mean for our business?  Our experience with the first wave showed that our planning and readiness, whilst not in some respects perfect, did allow us to protect our workforce and prevent disruption to business activities.  We are ready for the second wave and by working together we can ensure that we cope with the challenges that it may bring.

The Basics

Q1 - What are the symptoms of pandemic flu?

A -The symptoms of pandemic flu are similar to the symptoms of regular seasonal flu. People with pandemic flu typically have a fever or high temperature (over 38°C/100.4°F) and two or more of the following symptoms:

· unusual tiredness, 

· headache 

· runny nose, 

· sore throat, 

· shortness of breath or cough, 

· loss of appetite, 

· aching muscles, 

· diarrhoea or vomiting. 

Q2 - How is the virus spread? 

A -The flu virus spreads itself most effectively in the droplets from coughs and sneezes which are breathed in by another person. This is why the advice to ‘catch it, bin it, kill it’ is so important.

However it can be spread by touching a surface that has been contaminated and then touching your face.   Avoid touching your face, nose or eyes with your hands; this transfers the virus from your hands, where it cannot penetrate the skin and infect you, to the delicate membranes of your mouth, nose and eyes where it can enter the body more easily.  Smoking tends to encourage this transfer.
Q3 - How long does the virus survive on surfaces?

A - The virus may survive on a hard surface for up to 24 hours, and a soft surface for around 20 minutes. Many factors affect this duration. 

Q4 - How long does it take to develop symptoms after you have been infected? 

A - It can take up to seven days (normally two to five days) after infection for pandemic flu symptoms to develop.

Q5 - How do you know when you are no longer infectious?

A - Adults are most infectious soon after they develop symptoms and  become less infectious as their symptoms subside. Once their symptoms are gone people are no longer considered infectious to others. The infectious period is usually up to five days.

Q6 - Who is at higher risk particularly at risk from the pandemic virus?

A - Pregnant women may be more at risk. Specialists have made it clear that this does not mean that pregnant women need to avoid working, even if such work involves meeting the public and working closely with others.

Q7 – When the pandemic vaccine becomes available, will RMG be supplying this for us?

A- The pandemic vaccine will initially be given to priority groups through the NHS.  Although it will eventually be available for the entire population, no business will be able to ‘jump the queue’.  

Your work At Royal mail

Q8 - What is RMG going to do to stop me from catching the flu?

A - Unfortunately nothing anyone does will provide 100% protection against this virus. The most effective preventative measures are those you need to do for self, like hand washing and avoiding touching your face. These are the most effective ways of protecting yourself from infection.

Q9 - One of my close colleagues has been diagnosed as having pandemic flu.  What should I do?
A - Carry on as normal. If you do develop symptoms, tell your manager, leave work straightaway and stay at home until you are recovered. 
Q10 - My workmate’s son has been diagnosed with the flu. Should he be at work? He might be about to get it and  give it to me.

A - Yes he should be at work. You can not catch the flu from him unless he has symptoms. You should continue to follow the basic hygiene rules at all times. See above. 

Q11 - Can I catch the virus from handling mail?
A - It is extremely unlikely for viruses to be carried on mail items. The virus can only survive for about 20 mins on a soft surface. But then even if you do get virus on your hands it can only infect you if you touch your face (see above).  Passing on any sort of flu or cold is much more common as a result of droplets from somebody coughing or sneezing near you.

Q12 – Am I at risk through dealing with customers at Post Office counters?
A – Anyone suffering from pandemic flu will be strongly advised by the public health messages to ‘self isolate’ by staying at home.  Additionally someone in the acute, and most infectious, stage would be unlikely to feel well enough to be out of their home.   The normal distance and separation of customers and counter staff are such that direct person to person spread is not likely to occur.  Transmission via contaminated surfaces, whilst a possibility, can be minimised by good hygiene measures as outlined above.

Q13 - Should we take any additional precautions delivering to or collecting from premises or homes where people are known to have the flu?

A - No. There is no need for additional precautions other than those recommended above.

Q14 - Shouldn’t we all be issued with face masks to keep us safer at work?

A - Masks will not significantly change the risk of contracting flu at work. They are only effective if very carefully and closely fitted and changed very regularly (sometimes needed as often as hourly).  Even small gaps around the nose or mouth may allow an airborne virus to be inhaled. Wearing a face mask that has become damp from your breath can actually increase your chances of catching the risk of virus.

Q15 - When I am out of the office delivering or collecting mail I can’t keep washing my hands. What should I do?

A –Washing hands when it’s possible is a good idea. However we are often in situations in which this can’t be done, e.g. at the supermarket or travelling on public transport. All sorts of germs, including the flu virus, can get onto your hands; the important thing is making sure don’t transfer them to your face where they can infect you.

Q16 - Will Royal Mail be issuing anti-virus gels and wipes?

A - The best medical advice is that there is no need for these and alcohol gels can only be used on visibly clean hands. The flu virus can’t infect you through the skin on your hands. It’s only if you touch your face that it can infect you.  You should wash your hands with soap and water before eating (as always).

Q17 - Is there a risk from handling mail containing diagnostic or hospital samples?

A - Our terms for handling hazardous materials require the sender to ensure they are packaged safely and do not represent a hazard. The same advice applies as that which applies to all sorting - wash hands with soap and water during breaks and before eating.

Q18 - Should I avoid contact or working with colleague who has returned to work following sickness absence with pandemic flu?

A No, once a person is symptom free they are not infectious.

Q19 - How does someone know its OK to return to work, do they have to get the all clear from their GP first?

A - If your symptoms have gone and you are feeling better then you are safe to return to work. For most people this is within 7 days. If your symptoms have not improved by then you should contact NHS Direct.

Q20 - If an employee develops flu symptoms what should they do?

A - Anyone who has the symptoms of flu will be advised to go home and stay at home until recovered.  This is an important element of reducing the risk of transmission of the virus to others both at work and in the community.  This advice is in line with public health considerations and Government measures during the pandemic.  In the interests of the remainder of the workforce, Management will ensure that this guidance is followed.

Q21 - If an absence could trigger consideration of an attendance warning, does this advice remain the same?
A  - Yes it does – you should stay at home if you have the symptoms.  RMG must take all practicable steps to reduce transmission of the virus in the workplace.  The attendance management procedure continues to apply, as it did during the first wave of the pandemic.  Managers are required to consider each case on its merits and Attendance Procedure warnings should never be applied mechanistically. 

Q22 - We may experience a surge in death rates. Have any leaflets or DVD's been prepared which would assist managers in delivering support to staff where bereavement has occurred?
A - HR should be able to provide advice on how to deal with the death of a member of staff. In addition, generic advice on death and bereavement is available on the DirectGov website at: http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Governmentcitizensandrights/Death/index.htm
Q23 - People in your team have told you that they are in a higher risk group i.e (existing respiratory/circulatory condition, pregnant) should they attend work as normal?

A - There is no need to stay away from work unless they experience symptoms.

Q24 – Have the rules regarding sick notes from General Practitioners been changed to allow 14 days of self certification?

A – No, though it has been discussed.  At present the rules remain unchanged and self certificates cover the first 7 days of absence through sickness.

Cleaning 
Q25 – Is a specialised cleaning product or disinfectant necessary to kill the virus?

A – Ordinary household/proprietary cleaning products are adequate, since the virus is very fragile & vulnerable when outside the body.

Q26 - Are Royal Mail's normal cleaning standards & frequency of cleaning sufficient?

A - RM's normal cleaning standards are sufficient to remove the virus from surfaces.  However it is easy for those surfaces to become contaminated again, which makes personal measures (ie washing hands with soap and water and not touching your face) to reduce transmission the most important way to protect yourself.

Q27 - Is a wipe with a damp or dry cloth sufficient to kill the virus?

A – Either is better than nothing and will reduce the amount of virus contamination of the surface.

Q28 – If there are cases on a particular site, does this necessitate additional cleaning?

A – Additional cleaning would not make a significant difference to the spread of the disease at this stage. Early in the first wave of pandemic the Government strategy was to attempt to contain the virus as much as possible.  We did at that time arrange additional cleaning of affected sites, concentrating on hard surfaces. This phase of the pandemic is past, the strategy is on treatment rather than containment, and there is no benefit in additional cleaning. As above, RMGs normal cleaning standards are effective in controlling infection.  Furthermore, even if the site is cleaned very frequently, contamination can easily recur.  You should follow the advice regarding personal measures to reduce transmission rather than rely upon cleaning.  Of course this is equally important in other, public areas such as trains, buses, shops etc.

Q29 – Have we confirmed that the cleaning contractor's own business continuity plan is robust enough to cope?

A – All our supplier relationships are examined as part of business continuity, whatever the cause of potential disruption, to confirm that plans are in place for foreseeable circumstances such as this.

Q30 - The RM Group Pandemic Flu plan allows for prioritisation of resource, including cleaning, in line with the business priorities as directed by the BPT. Does the business not have a duty of care for ALL staff?
A – Indeed, and such an occurrence is very unlikely given the way the pandemic seems to be developing.  Should the situation deteriorate to such an extent, we would need to review our whole approach to Facilities Management. We have a standing team of senior managers set up in Facilities Management who would meet on daily basis to review capability and service priorities.
Q31 - What about buildings which are shared with other tenants?
A - As you will appreciate; each employer is responsible for their own staff and for coordination with other building occupants.  If there are shared areas, ensure that it is clear which cleaning contract covers these areas.
