Questions and Answers

May 13, 2009

Q1.
 What is H1N1 flu virus (human swine flu)?


A1.
H1N1 flu virus (human swine flu) is a respiratory illness that causes symptoms similar to those of the regular human seasonal influenza.  The H1N1 flu virus is a genetic mix of viruses that targets the respiratory system.   Influenza and other respiratory infections are transmitted from person to person when germs enter the nose and/or throat. Coughs and sneezes release germs into the air where they can be breathed in by others. Germs can also rest on hard surfaces like counters and doorknobs, where they can be picked up on hands and transmitted to the respiratory system when someone touches their mouth and/or nose.
Q2.
What are the Symptoms?
A2.
Symptoms of the H1N1 flu virus are similar to the symptoms of regular seasonal influenza infection.   These include fever, cough, runny nose, sore throat, body aches, fatigue and lack of appetite.
Q3.
Steps to take to reduce the chances of becoming infected from influenza include:
A3. 
Like any influenza, the best way to reduce the spread of the virus is to practise good infection prevention behaviours.
· Wash your hands often and thoroughly with soap and warm water or use hand sanitizer.

· Cough and sneeze in your arm, not your hand 

· Keep common surfaces and items clean and disinfected 

· Stay home if you’re sick, unless directed to seek medical care 

For more information, visit www.fightflu.ca. and www.health.gov.sk.ca 

Q4.
If a person is infected but not yet showing symptoms can he or she transmit the virus to others?

A4.
It is possible that the virus can be transmitted to others during this time.  However, the virus will spread more readily once a person is exhibiting symptoms (coughing, etc) and that is why it is so important that people wash their hands, cover coughs and sneezes and stay home when ill in order to avoid spreading the virus.

Q5.
How long can the virus live outside the body?
A5.
The virus can live outside the body on surfaces for up to 48 hours.  However, it should be noted the virus is easily killed by handwashing with warm water and soap, or with hand sanitizer.  Household disinfectants will kill the virus on household items and surfaces.
It is recommended that staff follow dress code and infection control policies.  These are designed to promote infection prevention and control.  It is considered best poractice to not wear work clothing home from work. 
Q6.
What's the situation in Saskatchewan?
A6.
The Ministry of Health and public health officials across the province are closely monitoring the outbreak of H1N1 flu and severe respiratory illness that originated in Mexico. The latest surveillance information, as well as information on influenza and self-care, is available at www.health.gov.sk.ca/influenza-monitor.
People who have recently traveled to Mexico, or have been in contact with someone who has been in an affected area in Mexico, and have flu-like symptoms, call HealthLine at  1-877-800-0002.
Provincial health officials are working closely with the Regional Health Authorities and the Public Health Agency of Canada, which coordinates infection prevention and control efforts on a national level. The province is asking all health care providers to be extra vigilant and report any unusual illness, especially in travelers returning from affected areas. 

Q7. 
Do all regional health authorities (RHA) have a pandemic plan? Has it been reviewed and implemented?
A7.
Yes.  Each health region has a pandemic plan that has been activated.  We are currently at a pre-pandemic phase 5.  Health regions are linked to the Ministry of Health and a coordinated effort to share information is on-going.

Q8.
Are all workers being educated on infection control practices?
A8.
Yes. The health regions are committed to ensure that staff, patients and residents are protected from the complications related to infection with influenza and reducing the transmission of influenza in our health care facilities by providing annual influenza vaccination to all employees.  Under The Occupational Health and Safety Act, 1993 it is a requirement to “..ensure as far as reasonably practicable, the health, safety and welfare at work of all of the employer’s workers.” The provision and implementation of a pandemic plan, training and annual influenza immunization are important components for the RHAs, infection control measures as required under Section 85 of The Occupational Health and Safety regulations, 1996.    

For more information, visit www.health.gov.sk.ca 

Q9.
Are there recommended protocols or guidelines for health care workers with respect to infection control?
A9. 
The Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) has developed guideline documents on infection control, clinical care, and public health measures with provincial and territorial governments. Drafts of these documents were shared with healthcare workers as early as April 24, 2009. These documents are now available on our website.  www.health.gov.sk.ca/influenza-monitor and on  www.fightflu.ca. under the heading Health Professionals.
It took time to develop the recommendations because it was a collaborative process, involving many experts in infection control as well as provinces and territories. During the development of the guidelines, we continued to learn more about the behavior of the virus.  PHAC has a bank of general infection control guidelines, including guidelines on protective measures for health care workers during seasonal influenza that were available and used as a reference point while specific guidelines for H1N1 flu virus (human swine flu) were in development.

Q10. 
Are there enough N/95 respirators and masks available?
A10.
The province and health regions have respirators and masks in stock.  SAHO has ordered an additional supply of N95 respirators and masks.  Health regions and SAHO have also reallocated staff to provide additional fit testing of employees.  

Q11.
Are staff being trained and “fit-tested” for N95 respirator masks?
A11.
Yes.  Each health region has been and will continue to provide training and “fit- testing” for employees to ensure proper fit and donning and doffing of respirators. 

Q 12   What are the differences between facemasks and N95 respirators?

Facemasks:

Facemasks refer to masks that are certified as surgical, medical, procedure, dental, laser and isolation masks. They are used as a physical barrier to protect employees from hazards such as splashes of large droplets of blood or body fluids. Facemasks also prevent contamination by trapping large expelled particles of body fluids that may contain bacteria or viruses (for example, through coughing or sneezing). Facemasks are not designed or certified to prevent the inhalation of small airborne contaminants. 

What is an N95 respirator?
An N95 respirator reduces an employee's exposure to airborne contaminants. N95 means the respirator has been tested in-use and certified by the National Institute for Occupational Health and Safety of NIOSH.(footnote to the explanation re: filter efficiency – i.e. your question above).  Most respirators are designed to fit the face and to provide a tight seal between the respirator's edge and the face. A proper seal between the user's face and the respirator forces inhaled air to be pulled through the respirator's filter material and not through gaps in the seal between the face and respirator. 

Q 13   What about other disposable respirators?

It is important to note that other National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH)-certified N-, R-, or P- filtering facepiece respirators (e.g., N99, R95, and P100) provide an equivalent or greater level of exposure reduction to airborne particulates as an N95 and can be used if N95s are not available.  Certain disposable respirators certified by other international agencies (e.g. Europe) may also be acceptable if approved by Occupational Health and Safety.

Q 14   Can I use a disposable respirator that has an exhalation valve?

Some N95 disposable respirators have an exhalation valve which can reduce breathing resistance, reduce moisture buildup inside the respirator and increase work tolerance and comfort for respirator users. However, respirators with exhalation valves should not be used when there is a need to protect others from possible contamination by the respirator wearer.  Note: Some NIOSH-certified respirators are also cleared to be used as surgical masks.

Q15   Are N95 respirators regulated? 

N95 respirators are tested and certified by the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH). Saskatchewan Occupational Health and Safety Regulations include employer requirements (Sections 86, 88) with respect to the supply, care, use of respirators in the workplace.  The Canadian Standard Association has a recommended standard, Z94.4-02 Selection, Use and Care of Respirators.

See:

www.cdc.gov/niosh/npptl/topics/respirators  

http://www.labour.gov.sk.ca/
http://www.csa.ca/

Q16.
Can N95 respirators be reused?
A16.
Disposable respirators are designed to be disposed of after use.  Users should discard respirators when they become unsuitable for further use due to excessive breathing resistance (e.g., particulate clogging the filter), unacceptable contamination/soiling, or physical damage.  Reuse may increase the potential for contamination through contact transmission.  Once worn in the presence of an infectious individual, the respirator should be considered potentially contaminated with infectious material.  Touching the outside of the device should be avoided to prevent self-inoculation (touching the contaminated respirator and then touching one's eyes, nose, or mouth).  It should be noted that a once-worn respirator will also be contaminated on its inner surface by the microorganisms present in the exhaled air and oral secretions of the wearer.

Q17. 
Should all family members and volunteers be wearing masks?
A17.
No.  There is no evidence to suggest that wearing masks will prevent the spread of infection in the general population.  Improper use of masks may in fact increase the risk of infection.  Masks do not act as an effective barrier against disease when they are worn for extended periods of time.  In addition, removing your mask incorrectly can spread virus to your hands and face.

People with questions or concerns about their own health are encouraged to call HealthLine at 1-877-800-0002. Stay informed and visit the following websites for regular updates:
For more information, visit: 

 www.fightflu.ca. 

www.health.gov.sk.ca/influenza-monitor.

Q18   What does Pandemic Phase 5 mean? 

Pandemic influenza is defined as a new influenza virus that spreads easily between humans and affects a wide geographic area.  In this case, more investigation and information is needed to determine how easily the virus spreads. This investigation is ongoing.  An influenza pandemic may be mild, moderate or severe.  An influenza pandemic means the virus is spread easily between humans, and affects a wide geographic area. A pandemic influenza does not necessarily cause more severe illness.

Pandemic Phase 5 occurs when human to human spread of the virus is confirmed in at least two countries in one WHO region. It is likely that a pandemic is imminent. 
Moving from a Pandemic  Phase 4 to Phase 5 means taking the following actions:

• continuing to monitor how the disease is spreading to ensure that the measures we are taking are informed by the latest scientific information 

• looking at disease patterns to see where our public health measures need to be in the days, weeks, and months ahead if things continue to escalate and we see, as we expect, more and more confirmed cases; 

• continuing to mobilize antiviral stockpiles to ensure that they are available to those who need them; 

• accelerating our research into vaccine development, and also into the study of how this disease is spreading to better plan actions in the immediate future; 

• planning for the potential need for vaccine clinics around the country; and 

• reinforcing infection control measures, and providing guidance and guidelines to health professionals to ensure they are assessing their own level of risk, as well as that of their patients. 

Sources:

http://www.fightflu.ca/sym-eng.html
http://www.health.gov.sk.ca/H1N1-flu-questions
http://www.fightflu.ca/province_territory-eng.html
English - http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/media/nr-rp/index-eng.php
If you have questions, please contact Health Line at 1-877-800-0002
