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To:  All Branches
 
Dear Colleagues

Swine Influenza (Swine Flu) H1N1 Strain Outbreak:
Introduction



As you will know Swine flu, or influenza A (H1N1), has arrived in the UK. This LTB is being issued in response to concerns about the consequences of the current "Swine Flu" outbreak in Mexico, widely perceived to be an emergency situation as the threat of a pandemic increases and cases begin to appear in countries around the world including to date a growing but small number in the UK.

There has been a lot in the press about a new outbreak of “swine” flu. Just over a week ago the world first became aware of swine flu (the H1N1 virus) with cases confirmed mainly in Mexico and some parts of the USA with a smaller number of cases or suspected cases occurring in several other countries including the UK, mainly amongst those returning from Mexico or people who had been in contact with those returning from Mexico.  This is a rapidly developing situation and there is significant cooperation between the Government and health agencies at home and around the world to take the most appropriate action to prevent the spread of infection. The main message from the government however, is that there is no need for undue alarm and that the situation will continue to be monitored and advice provided.
The sections below and attachments provide health and travel advice and more information on what swine flu is, what our main employers response is and what the government is doing to help combat it. The current signs are that the outbreak of H1N1 may spread quickly but initial indications seem to be that the strain that has been carried to Europe is milder than was feared at first. That could however, change as the virus mutates. Meanwhile however, there is no reason for any panic measures and simple good hygiene and people who are sick staying at home and seeking medical advice and treatment is the best immediate response.

Swine Flu Overview and Summary (influenza A H1N1) – The Virus, Outbreak, Symptoms, Treatment and Control measures?
· The Human form of Swine flu or Swine Influenza currently transmitting directly among people is a type of influenza (flu) which is a respiratory disease normally found in pigs. There is no evidence of this strain of the disease circulating in pigs in the UK. Infection with swine influenza virus has been detected occasionally in humans since the 1950s. There have been no cases of swine influenza identified in people in the UK for at least ten years prior to the current outbreak. 

· The current outbreak of swine ‘flu is the latest of a series of influenza viruses that periodically occur. Influenza viruses are forever changing, making them difficult to eradicate. At this time of the year we would normally expect a certain level of ‘flu cases anyway. 
· Influenza viruses are commonly circulating in the human and animal environment. Different strains can cause illness in humans, bird and pigs. Humans have some natural immunity to the strains that are in common circulation, and this immunity can be boosted by immunisation with a seasonal influenza vaccine (Flu Jab).  Sometimes, humans and animals can pass strains of influenza back and forth to one another, such as when humans become ill with avian or swine influenza, usually from direct contact with animals who are ill. Mixing of human and animal influenza viruses can lead to the development of changed viruses with the ability to cause infection and spread in the human population. There may be little or no immunity in the human population to these new viruses. An influenza pandemic is defined as a new or influenza virus that spreads easily between humans. Therefore, there is a risk that new influenza viruses could develop into a pandemic if the virus passes easily from human to human. 

· The virus that has been isolated is a new H1N1 subtype strain of swine flu that has not been previously recognised - it is a combination of swine, avian and human flu genes. 

· The World Health Organisation and UK government along with many others are operating a surveillance scheme.
· The UK Government has stockpiled anti viral medication. Planning for a pandemic has been one of the top priorities for the NHS. The NHS was already required to have contingency plans for a pandemic before. The government is working with the NHS to ensure that antivirals can be distributed to primary care trusts (PCTs) in a timely manner, so that PCTs can in turn distribute them in line with their local plans. 
· People at risk are those who have recently been in Mexico and certain places in America (for example, Texas, New York or California) in the past seven days or so and develop flu-like symptoms may be at risk of swine flu. They should seek medical advice. Also, those that have been in contact with anyone confirmed to have swine flu. People who develop flu-like symptoms but have not visited affected countries, or visited them over one week ago, and have not been in contact with anyone who has swine flu, are unlikely to be at risk of developing swine flu. 
· The World Health Organisation (WHO) have shifted up their flu pandemic alert status to, level 5 of 6. 

· The WHO have concluded that the UK is more prepared than other nations and the UK response to identifying and containing cases is likely to be effective whilst it is expected that cases will test positive in the UK. 

· The HPA and the NHS have systems in place that will alert public health authorities of any unusual strain circulating in the UK. 
· To date Symptoms of Swine flu in humans appear to be similar to those produced by standard, seasonal flu (This includes fever, cough, sore throat, headache, body aches, chills and fatigue etc). 

· The World Health Organization (WHO) has determined that this virus is contagious and it spreads between people, although it is not known how easily. 
· The reported cases of the human swine influenza H1N1 infection in the UK have been mild and the infection has been such that it responds well to the anti-viral medication treatments. All cases having recovered fully. 
· This virus is treatable with the anti-viral drugs oseltamivir (Tamiflu®) and zamanivir (Relenza®). The anti-viral drugs seem to be effective in treating cases that have occurred so far. Administration of the drugs at an early stage is most effective. Early use of the drugs also reduces the chance of infected people passing on the virus. 

· Although uncommon possible life-threatening complications of swine flu may occur in some people when a secondary bacterial infection like pneumonia develops and this will require treatment with antibiotics. 
· Swine flu, like seasonal flu, is easily spread by the tiny droplets in coughs and sneezes. Coughing and Sneezing into an empty space will leave germs on a surface that other people will pick up simply by touching that surface. 

· By taking a few simple steps people can help to reduce the risk of getting swine flu and to stop the virus spreading. 

· Measures that can be taken to prevent infection are: Try to avoid close contact with people who appear unwell and who have a fever and cough. General infection control practices and good hygiene can help to reduce transmission of all viruses, including the human swine influenza.  This includes covering your nose and mouth when sneezing or coughing, using a tissue when possible and disposing of it promptly. It is also important to wash your hands frequently with soap and water to reduce the spread of the virus from your hands to face or to other people and cleaning hard surfaces like door handles using a normal cleaning product. Anyone with flu-like symptoms who might have been to Mexico or has been in close contact with anyone that has travelled to this country or other infected places - should seek medical advice.  

· Patients are being asked not to go to into GP surgeries in order to minimise the risk of spreading the disease to others. If worried about symptoms - seek medical advice (via NHS Direct or telephoning a GP) remains the best advice. 
· Anyone who has recently travelled to the affected areas and is experiencing influenza-like illness should stay at home to limit contact with others, and seek medical advice from a local health professional or by contacting NHS Direct or their GP. 
· Royal Mail and BT are monitoring the situation closely and relying on advice from their experienced medical experts.
Government action - UK is well-placed to deal with this new infection
The UK was the first European country to have a contingency plan in place for pandemic flu. At both national and local levels the public sector is working on pre-prepared contingency plans to help fight swine flu.

In view of very recent developments, last week both the Secretary of State for Health Allan Johnson and the Scottish Deputy First Minister and Health Secretary Nicola Sturgeon issued statements setting out what the current situation is in the UK and the steps being taken since the World Health Organisation raised the level of alert during the week. Allan Johnson stated that while the World Health Organisation has said that the possibility of a pandemic cannot be ruled out, the UK is not at that stage yet. The Ministers indicated that this is a developing situation which government continues to monitor very closely across the UK, in conjunction with the World Health Organisation. However they assured the UK public that the arrangements in place across the UK are continuing to ensure that the UK is well-placed to deal with this new infection.

Cases in the UK - mild symptoms and responding well to treatment 
At the time of publication of this LTB just fewer than 30 positive cases of Swine Flu have now been confirmed across the UK by Government Agencies and the first case in Ireland had been confirmed as a person who recently returned from Mexico. Cases of people identified as suffering from swine flu have been identified in various parts of the UK and have occurred in Newcastle, Merseyside, Devon, Worcestershire, Gloucestershire, Oxfordshire, London and Central Scotland. The Government stated that all the positive UK cases of Swine Flu had mild symptoms only and are all responding well to treatment with most patients recovering well at home. 

The first cases were identified and confirmed on Monday 27 April in Scotland involving a couple who had returned from holiday in Mexico. All subsequent cases up to now have been associated with travel to Mexico or contact with those returning from Mexico. For example, a six-year-old girl and her parents were confirmed as some of the latest UK cases and the family had recently returned from Mexico. The Health Protection Agency's advice remains that people returning from affected areas who become unwell within seven days of their return should stay at home and contact their GP or NHS Direct. They will be assessed and, if necessary, be tested and treated. 

Last week Mexico the country at the epicentre of the global flu crisis reported that the Virus was in a 'phase of decline' having peaked between April 23 and 28. But the Mexican Health Minister had warned the assessment was preliminary and that it was important "not to lower one's guard”. 

The World Health Organisation's alert level remains at phase five of six, meaning a global outbreak is imminent but still not yet officially declared. Health Secretary Alan Johnson confirmed that the government continues to monitor the situation and whilst hoping for the best the UK is well prepared for other eventualities. He reiterated that all those in the UK who have contracted the disease appear to be suffering mild symptoms.

Close contacts offered anti-viral drugs as a precaution.
The Health Protection Agency is working to ensure that anyone who has been in close contact with someone suffering from swine flu is offered anti-viral drugs as a precaution. The Health Protection Agency's advice remains that people returning from affected areas who become unwell within seven days of their return should stay at home and contact their GP or NHS Direct. They will be assessed and, if necessary, be tested and treated.

Ministers reiterated that the threat to the public remains low 
Infected people in the UK had to date only developed mild symptoms and UK Ministers reiterated that the threat to the public remains low and that the precautionary actions taken recently had been important in allowing an appropriate response and good prospects of disrupting the spread of the virus. 

The Government remains very encouraged by the fact that, outside Mexico, everyone who has contracted Swine Flu has experienced mild symptoms only. 

The Government is in close contact with the NHS, which has informed the public that they are well prepared to respond to any further suspected cases. 

Government has significant stockpiles of two antiviral drugs 
As part of pandemic flu preparations, the Government has significant stockpiles of two antiviral drugs – "Tamiflu" and "Relenza" – both of which have been effective in treating cases of the H1N1 strain of Swine Flu. 

The government have been preparing for a 'Flu Pandemic' (an epidemic of infectious disease that spreads through populations across a large region) for the last five years. They have confirmed that a massive stockpile of the antiviral drugs "Tamiflu" and "Relenza" to cover 33 million people has been built up and they have last week taken steps to increase the stockpile to provide for 50 million people. Both these drugs have proved effective in relieving the symptoms of those who have been infected. 

Additionally it was confirmed that the UK already has significant stockpiles of Antibiotics, which while they don’t treat Viral Flu, are necessary for treating possible complications involving secondary bacterial infections in the respiratory tract and lungs.  Antibiotics are needed to treat such complications. Steps have been taken last week to increase these stocks as well.

Royal Mail Group and British Telecom Group
We have been in contact with both main employers to discuss the Swine Flu situation to ensure that official advice has been issued, subject to regular review and that there are action plans in place for dealing with any future pandemic. Copies of the employers’ response to Swine Flu, advice and briefing information documents issued by the Chief Medical Officers of both RM Dr Steven Boorman and BT Dr Paul Litchfield are attached. We will work with the employers to ensure that information and proper measures are in place and communicated to maximise prevention such as encouraging proper hygiene measures and making sure that anyone with any possible symptoms of flu does not come to work until cleared by their GP. 
Royal Mail will issue specialist advice via a hotline on 0800 032 3728.

British Telecom will issue guidance to help to prevent the spread of flu at work at the following 'intranet link: http://homepage.intra.bt.com/home/flu_final.pdf and for more information about swine flu at the following 'intranet link: please see: http://homepage.intra.bt.com/home/swineflu
The employers intend to issue updates as the situation develops through various internal communications which will cover the latest news.
 

Both RM and BT have Businesses Protection Plans of Action in place in readiness, in the event of a major global human influenza pandemic to both help safeguard the welfare of the workforces and to ensure business continuity. 

RM and BT’s action will be in line with the advice from the World Health Organisation (WHO) which has defined a six-phase international alert status which has recently moved up to stage five. Stage five is when large clusters of the virus are discovered but the spread is still localised. The virus is showing a sustained ability to pass from human to human, and is able to cause community-level outbreaks. This is an important step towards declaring a full pandemic (where a virus spreads rapidly from person to person and across international boundaries). See WHO Flu Alert Levels below.
 

Flu alert levels - What are the WHO levels?

The World Health Organisation (WHO) has developed a warning system to alert the world about the seriousness of the threat from pandemic flu. There are six levels and at the time of publishing this LTB the WHO alert level phase 5. 

Phase 1

In nature, flu viruses circulate continuously among animals. Even though such viruses might develop into pandemic viruses, no viruses circulating among animals have been reported to cause infections in humans.

Phase 2

An animal influenza virus circulating among domesticated or wild animals is known to have caused infection in humans, and is therefore considered a potential pandemic threat.

Phase 3

There are small clusters of virus in people, but it has not resulted in human-to-human transmission sufficient to sustain community-level outbreaks.

Phase 4

There are small clusters of people with the virus, but the spread is localised.

Phase 5

Large clusters are discovered but the spread is still localised.

Phase 6

The virus is continually spread amongst people globally, and WHO declares a pandemic.

Statement from Chief Medical Officer, Sir Liam Donaldson (April 29, 2009): 
"Phase five indicates that WHO considers a global pandemic to be imminent, whereas at phase four a global pandemic is not inevitable. A change to phase five is a signal to countries’ governments to ramp up their pandemic preparations - which the UK has already done. The UK has been planning for a situation like this for some years. The preparations we have in place and are continuing to make will help to ensure we respond well in the event of a pandemic. If you have returned from an affected area and have flu like symptoms stay at home, call your GP or NHS Direct and you will be assessed and receive treatment  if necessary."
Is this the next influenza pandemic? 

It is too early to say whether the cases seen so far will lead to a larger outbreak or could represent the appearance of potential pandemic strain of influenza virus. The Director-General of the World Health Organization (WHO) is the decision maker in terms of declaring an influenza pandemic and elevating the global stages of pandemic alert. Experts from around the world are working in close collaboration with WHO to help determine what risk this situation poses to global public health.

Staff travelling to or returning from Mexico or another country affected by swine influenza?
The best advice is that no one should travel to Mexico until further notice. The Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FOCI) is advising against all but essential travel to Mexico. 10,000 UK citizens were on holiday or visiting Mexico at the time of the outbreak and some Tour Operators returned people early from Mexico. On arrival back in the UK, passengers are given advice, leaflets and shown Posters at UK Airports (Copies attached).
 

It's important for people to monitor their health closely for seven days after they have returned from an affected Country or area. The Health Protection Agency advises that there is no need for people to isolate themselves from other people as long as they remain well. People are advised that they can return to work as normal unless they or a member of their travel party has developed flu-like symptoms. The symptoms to look out for within a week of return would be fever (usually high temperature), headache, extreme tiredness, cough, sore throat, runny or stuffy nose, muscle aches, nausea, vomiting and diarrhoea. Anyone with these symptoms should seek urgent medical advice, testing and treatment and stay away from work until cleared by their doctor. They should inform their manager ASAP as normal.
 

If further investigations are felt to be needed the person will be advised on appropriate arrangements to be tested.  This may include admission to hospital.  For most cases however, they will be well enough to remain at home. It is important during this time they avoid contact with other people as much as possible until the test results are back. Household contacts should also monitor their health and follow the above advice if they get symptoms. As will be repeated several times in this LAB, for most people this illness appears to be mild. Infection with this virus is treatable with the anti-viral drugs oseltamivir (Tami®) and zamanivir (Relenza®).

Should a person develop symptoms they should follow standard respiratory and hand hygiene and ensure that general good basic hygiene and infection control practices are followed as set out in this LTB. 

What is the treatment of swine flu?


Treatment of swine flu should be at home or, if very ill, in hospital. This will reduce the risk of the virus being transmitted to other people. 

Antiviral drugs oseltamavir (Tamiflu) and zanamivir (Relenza) are available which can effectively treat the human swine influenza H1N1 infection and have been shown to be effective for swine flu. They do not kill the virus but interfere with the way the virus multiplies. Therefore, they do not cure influenza, but reduce the severity and duration of symptoms and may prevent complications. Usually, treatment is given for five days.

As with other flu-like illnesses, paracetamol or ibuprofen will lower a patient’s temperature, and also ease aches and pains.

How is swine flu diagnosed?

If a person thinks they are developing swine flu then they should seek medical advice by telephoning their GP's surgery or contact NHS Direct. Arrangements will then be made for the person to have swabs taken to test for swine flu. The swabs will be delivered to the home or someone can collect them from the surgery.

If a person is suspected to have swine flu then they will be given an antiviral drug (e.g. Tamiflu®) to start straight away. The results of the swab usually take about two days to come through. If the results are normal then the treatment can be stopped. If the results are positive then the individual will need to continue with treatment as directed by their doctor. Unless they become very ill they will be treated at home. This will reduce the risk of the virus spreading to other people.
Should people have a supply of Tamiflu or Relenza for their family just in case they develop flu?

This is not necessary and is not recommended. Both drugs are "antivirals" and are not "vaccines". The antiviral drugs are only given to people who have flu-like symptoms and have visited one of the high-risk countries in the past seven days. The Department of Health will have enough 'Tamiflu' and 'Relenza' to treat 50 million people. Using 'Tamiflu' and 'Relenza' when it is not necessary may lead to the virus becoming resistant to this drug. This may mean that 'Tamiflu' and 'Relenza' may not work when it is needed to, in people with proven swine flu. Also 'Tamiflu' and 'Relenza' are prescription drugs only.

 

Why Don't Employers Issue workers With "Tamiflu" and "Relenza" Anti-Viral Drugs Now?
 

The TUC and Medical Profession have strongly advised against the issuing of anti-viral drugs by employers for preventative purposes. The advice for the vast majority of companies is not to buy stocks of 'Tamiflu' or 'Relenza'. Both drugs are "antivirals" and are not "vaccines".  They are only effective on people who are in the early stages of the virus, so you could give them to workers today but by next week they would be unprotected. Also as stated above this may lead to the virus becoming resistant to this drug. Realistically the Swine Flu H1N1 Virus may be around for months, not days.  In any case, the UK has enough of the drugs to treat 50 million people which is being increased to 50 million - more than enough to go around. Anyone who needs treatment will get it promptly simply by calling their GP or NHS direct.  Bear in mind that 'Tamiflu' and 'Relenza' are prescription drugs and it is therefore illegal for anyone who is not medically qualified to give them to another person.

Is there a Flu Vaccine for Swine Flu?

It is thought that the flu vaccine may offer some protection against swine flu. Work on the development of a vaccine for swine flu is likely to take some time yet.

How can swine flu be prevented and What measures can be taken to prevent infection and reduce any risks?

Good general basic hygiene and infection control practices are important to reduce the spread of swine flu (and other diseases). Good respiratory hand hygiene can help to reduce transmission of all viruses, including the human swine influenza. 

While no vaccine has yet been developed for this new virus, infected people are responding well to antiviral medication. 

The Government, Department of Health, Health Protection Agency etc, Employers and the TUC are encouraging people to take very simple and basic infection control precautions, such as hand washing and covering their mouth when they cough or sneeze. These are precautions that people can take themselves to prevent this disease spreading.  

The most effective way to prevent the spread of a virus is to practice good personal hygiene. Covering your mouth and nose with a tissue when you cough and sneeze, disposing of the tissue as soon as possible, and cleaning your hands as soon as you can are important actions that can help prevent the spread of germs. 

We all have an important role in preventing ourselves, our families and others from spreading germs. This becomes vital in an epidemic or pandemic and good personal hygiene is the key. Washing your hands regularly and effectively makes a huge difference in protecting you and those around you – it can literally save lives!

The rules we should all follow to avoid catching or spreading colds and seasonal flu in the winter apply equally to swine flu: 

· Hygiene remains a major way of protecting yourself and your family. 
· Cover your mouth and nose when you sneeze or cough, using a tissue when possible. ("Coughs and Sneezes spread diseases") 
· If you blow your nose, carefully throw the tissues away into the rubbish promptly and carefully. 
· Wash your hands regularly and often with soap and water to reduce the spread of the virus from your hands to face or to other people. – especially after coming in from outside. 
· Avoid touching your eyes, nose or mouth. 

· Clean hard surfaces (e.g. door handles and work surfaces) frequently using a normal cleaning products. (The flu virus can live on a hard surface for up to 24 hours, and a soft surface for around 20 minutes.) 
· Ensuring children also follow this advice. 

· If you do catch flu, it is best to rest at home, take medicines to relieve the symptoms and drink plenty of fluids. This will speed your recovery and help prevent the spread of infection.
"Catch It - Kill It - Bin It" 
Is the new government Swine Flu slogan.

 

Note: For those who suffer from certain medical conditions, for e.g. heart, lung disease, asthma, diabetes, people taking steroids, people with poor immunity, HIV, etc., they are advised to prepare as for normal flu. Their GP will
call them in for a routine flu jab as they do annually. GPs also offer routine flu jabs for young children or elderly relatives.

 

Government Public Information Campaign Launch and Special Information Leaflet on Swine Flu 
A mass public health information campaign has been launched with press, TV and Radio adverts. The adverts warn the public about swine flu and remind people to cover their noses and mouths with tissues when they cough and sneeze and then throw the tissue away and wash their hands - The message is: CATCH IT. BIN IT. KILL IT. 

This week the government will be issuing a 12 page Swine Flu Information booklet to every UK household (Copy Attached). This explains everything about swine flu and all the possible preventative measures that can be taken or introduced.  

It will be dropped through people’s doors this week by Royal Mail to help explain the threat of the H1N1 virus and the need to take basic hygiene precautions to help limit the spread.

There will be two different versions of the booklet. A standard one for England, Scotland and Northern Ireland, and a bilingual version for Welsh addresses. 
 

These postings will be very high profile for Royal Mail. The drops will be vital to the Government’s overall campaign on Swine Flu - which will also include television, radio and newspaper advertising. I have no doubt Royal Mail will meet the contracted delivery timescales and demonstrate Royal Mail's quality of service to the Government, delivered by CWU members.
The issues covered in the booklets will be particularly sensitive and will receive a lot of press attention. Householders will be asked to ring a Hotline if they have not received their booklet by a set date.
One of the best lines of defence against this potential pandemic is keeping people informed, so they are aware of the steps they can take to protect themselves and their families. The booklet aims to serve that purpose.

Facemasks and Gloves - Is wearing masks effective to protect from swine flu?

The Medical authorities inform us that there is no evidence that wearing face masks provides any protection from swine flu or helps to reduce the spread of swine flu or other types of influenza. It is therefore not recommended that people wear them.



The Press have published lots of photographs of people wearing facemasks. The Health Protection Agency and Department of Health have informed us that there is no convincing scientific evidence (outside health care situations) that the widespread issue and general use of facemasks by the public has any actual effect on protecting people or can stop the disease spreading, We are informed that although in some circumstances masks can help, in most cases they do not help and in some circumstances can increase the risk of acquiring viral infection. To be effective they need to be of a high quality special filtration type, close fitting and changed regularly plus used with other precautions. Employers have therefore not been encouraged to issue masks or encourage people to wear them. There is evidence to suggest that people will seek to use them regardless of any advice on their effectiveness. However they are not generally recommended by health professionals. In addition, there is evidence that some people think that if they wear a mask, even if they are ill, they can still come to work. This could actually lead to increased risk of infection spread. Surgical masks worn by frontline NHS staff incorporate special filters and are used in conjunction with other clinical control measures when dealing constantly with affected patients. The Government is providing additional, specialist facemasks for NHS staff. 

There are some facts about wearing facemasks that need to be considered, including: 

· Wearing a mask may actually give you false reassurance that you are protected from the flu. This may mean that you are less likely to carry out good hand hygiene (washing your hands with soap and water). 

· If facemasks are worn, then you need to change them regularly and also dispose of them properly. You need to wash your hands after removing a mask. 

· When masks are worn, even for a short period of time, the masks become saturated with your exhaled breath so they become damp and even less effective. 

It has been recommended that facemasks are used for healthcare professionals who are treating people with either suspected or confirmed swine flu. The facemasks for healthcare professionals to wear when treating people with swine flu need to have a special filter. These masks need to be fitted to the face and are very uncomfortable to wear.

 

Likewise with surgical gloves. The TUC does not recommend the use of gloves or masks in most workplaces for a variety of reasons. Gloves do not prevent infection as people will still touch their skin with the gloves and then touch another surface or person. Latex gloves carry significant risks of producing an allergic reaction and were they to be used during an outbreak there would be problems of disposal.
  
Can Swine Flu be contracted whilst handling International mail and Parcels from Mexico or other places affected by Swine Influenza?

The Health Protection Agency has assured us that catching flu from letters or parcels is not a risk.
Can People get swine flu from eating pork or pork products

It is important to stress that swine influenza viruses are not transmitted by food. There is no risk of catching the illness from eating properly handled and cooked pork or pork products.
How quickly might swine flu spread?
After infection, it takes less than two days for symptoms to start, at which point people are most infectious.  Evidence from previous outbreaks suggests that one person will infect about two others, and that influenza spreads particularly rapidly in closed communities such as schools or residential homes. If swine flu is going to spread worldwide, experts predict that local outbreaks will be seen within the next two to three weeks.

How dangerous is it?
It is difficult to judge this at the moment. While there have been deaths in Mexico, and a child in Texas, symptoms exhibited by people in other countries have been relatively mild and only one person has died of the virus outside of Mexico. Also, it appears that early doses of antiviral medicines such as Tamiflu are effective in helping people to recover. In the UK we have enough antivirals to treat half the population if they were to become ill.

How does swine flu cause death?
Like any other type of flu, people can die from swine flu if they develop complications, like pneumonia.

Why is the death rate higher in Mexico than other countries?
This is not yet understood and there could be a variety of explanations. Lack of preparation and medical support is possible. It may be that people affected in Mexico may have sought treatment at a much later stage than those in other countries. General living and nutritional standards may also play a role.  

Further help and advice - Swine flu - everything you need to know 

If you require any further help, advice or updated information on this issue or you have any questions then the following list of Telephone Numbers and Website address links are provided and should meet your needs and those of members.

Swine Flu Information Line 

Tel: 0800 1 513 513
For the latest advice.

For people with symptoms, Contact your GP by phone or contact:

NHS Direct in England - Tel: 0845 4647 Web: www.nhs.uk
NHS 24 in Scotland - Tel: 08454 24 24 24 Web: www.nhs24.com
NHS Direct Wales - Tel: 0845 4647 Web: www.nhsdirect.wales.nhs.uk
In Northern Ireland - Tel: 0800 0514 142 Web: www.dhsspsni.gov.uk
For those planning to travel abroad

Check the Foreign and Commonwealth Office travel advice at www.fco.gov.uk/travel or call 0845 850 2829

DirectGov - For information and advice concerning travel, schools and colleges, businesses and the workplace. Advice on how to prepare for swine flu.

Web: www.direct.gov.uk/swineflu
References - List of Website Links

Patient UK

http://www.patient.co.uk/showdoc/27001514
Directgov (Swine Flu - Everything you need to know)

http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Swineflu/DG_177831
Health Protection Agency 

http://www.hpa.org.uk 

Health Protection Agency – Pandemic flu contingency plan 

http://www.hpa.org.uk/web/HPAwebFile/HPAweb_C/1194947380783 

Health and Safety Executive 

The HSE have published new advice on this at:

http://www.hse.gov.uk/news/2009/swineflu.htm
Department of Health 

http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publichealth/Flu/PandemicFlu/index.htmm 

Department of Health - Pandemic influenza: Infection control in hospital and primary care settings 

http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_080771 

NHS 

http://www.immunisation.nhs.uk 

NHS Direct 

http://www,nhsdirect.nhs.uk 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office 

http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travelling-and-living-overseas/staying-safe/health/avian-and-pandemic-influenza 

World Health Organisation 

http://www.who.int/topics/influenza/en/ 

TUC 

http://

 HYPERLINK "http://www.tuc.org.uk/pandemicflu" www.tuc.org.uk/pandemicflu 
Local Resilience Forums 
http://www.ukresilience.info 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, USA 

http://www.pandemicflu.gov/ 

National Institute of Allergies and Infectious Diseases 

http://www.niaid.nih.gov/ 

The ‘International SOS site 

http://urgent.internationalsos.com/default.aspx
Attachments:

1. Government/NHS Swine Flu Booklet 
2. Home Office/UK Border Agency Leaflet for People Entering the UK with Flu Symptoms 
3. Home Office/UK Border Agency Poster for People Entering the UK with Flu Symptoms 
4. Faculty of Occupational Medicine – Pandemic Flu Guidance For Employers 
5. BT’s response to Swine Flu 
6. Royal Mail “Talkabout” briefing on Swine Flu 
7. Royal Mail Briefing/Policy on Facemasks 
8. Royal Mail - Influenza outbreak in Mexico – Further Information on Virus and Mail Items 
9. Swine Flu Information Number 

Yours Sincerely

 

Dave Joyce
National Health, Safety & Environment Officer
Footnote: This LTB is for information only and should not be used for the diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Consult a doctor or other health care professional for diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions.
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SWINE INFLUENZA – ADVICE TO TRAVELLERS 
TO THE UK
Human cases of  swine infl uenza have been 
reported worldwide. This is an evolving 
situation and it is likely that more countries 
will be affected. 


What is swine infl uenza? 
Swine infl uenza is a respiratory disease 
normally found in pigs but human cases can 
and do happen. Symptoms of  swine infl uenza 
are similar to those of  seasonal fl u, usually a 
feverish illness accompanied by cough, sore 
throat, headache or muscle aches. For most 
people, this illness appears to be mild. Infection 
with this fl u is treatable with the antiviral drugs 
oseltamivir (Tamifl u®) and zanamivir (Relenza®).


What should I do if I have returned from a country 
affected by swine infl uenza?
If  you have visited an area where human cases 
of  swine infl uenza have been identifi ed, it is 
important that you are vigilant for any signs of  
illness in the seven days after you travel. There 
is no need for you to isolate yourself  from other 
people as long as you remain well.


If  you are returning from one of  the areas that 
have been affected and you start to develop 
infl uenza symptoms, stay at home, check your 
symptoms on the NHS Direct website 
www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk or the NHS Choices 
website www.nhs.uk if  possible, and if  
you are still concerned contact your GP or 
NHS Direct 0845 4647. 
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What happens if it is thought I might have 
swine infl uenza?
All suspected cases will be investigated and 
offered antiviral treatment. For most cases, you 
will be well enough to remain at home but some 
people may need to be admitted to hospital.  
It will be important for you to avoid contact 
with other people as much as possible until the 
results of  your tests are back. The people you 
live with should also monitor their health and 
follow the same advice if  they get symptoms.


The most important thing you can do to avoid 
spreading the illness to other people is to follow 
basic hygiene advice.


You should:
avoid contact with other people as much as • 
possible;
cover your nose and mouth when coughing • 
or sneezing, using a tissue when possible 
and disposing of  dirty tissues promptly and 
carefully;
maintain good hygiene by washing hands • 
frequently with soap and water to reduce 
the spread of  the virus from your hands to 
other people;
clean hard surfaces (e.g. door handles) • 
frequently with a normal cleaning product; 
and
make sure that your children follow • 
this advice.







Issued by UK Border Agency
© Crown copyright 2009
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Flu


Introduction


There has been a lot in the press about a new outbreak of “swine” flu. Royal Mail, through its Chief Medical Officer and Business Protection Manager is monitoring the situation and will continue to provide health and operational advice.


Key Message


There is no need for undue alarm. We will continue to monitor the situation and provide advice.


What is “swine flu?


The current outbreak of swine ‘flu is the latest of a series of influenza viruses that periodically occur. Influenza viruses are complicated viruses which are forever changing, making them difficult to eradicate. It must be remembered that at this time of the year we would normally expect a certain level of ‘flu cases anyway.


What is being done?


The World Health Organisation (WHO) and many governments including our own are operating a surveillance scheme.


Our Government has stockpiled anti viral medication. Royal Mail is also monitoring the situation closely from a personal and operational point of view relying on advice from our experienced medical experts.


What can we do to reduce any risks?


If you suffer from certain medical conditions, for e.g. heart, lung disease, asthma, diabetes, people taking steroids, people with poor immunity, HIV, etc., you should prepare as for normal flu. Your GP will call you for a routine flu jab as he does annually.   


GPs also offer routine flu jabs for young children or elderly relatives.


Hygiene remains a major way of protecting yourself and your family. 


· Cover your mouth and nose when you sneeze or cough 


· If you blow your nose, carefully throw the tissues away into the rubbish 


· Wash your hands often – especially after coming in from outside 


· Avoid touching your eyes, nose or mouth 


· If you do catch flu, it is best to rest at home, take medicines to relieve the symptoms and drink plenty of fluids. This will speed your recovery and help prevent the spread of infection. 

Can swine flu be passed in the mail?


The Health Protection Agency has assured us that catching flu from letters or parcels is not a risk.


Will Royal Mail issue masks?


No. Although in some circumstances masks can help - in most they do not and indeed in some circumstances they risk actually increasing the chance of acquiring viral infection.


Face masks 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 and masks become saturated - which actually can provide a way of prolonging exposure to risk of virus. It is also very difficult not to frequently adjust the mask and "fiddle" (as the masks are often awkward and uncomfortable) especially if you are not used to wearing one - and this increases the opportunity for virus to be passed from hand to nose and mouth


Whilst the WHO have shifted up their alert status - the information from specialist resources suggests that the UK response to identifying and containing cases is likely to be effective and whilst we expect to see some cases testing positive in the UK, to date the infection has been such that it responds well to the medical treatments available in the UK.


We will be keeping our approach under very regular review throughout this worrying period, but are confident that at this stage simple measures such as regular hand washing and seeking medical advice (via NHS Direct or telephoning your GP) if worried about symptoms (high temperature, headaches and aches/ pains) remains the best advice.


Where can I get further advice?


Royal Mail will issue specialist advice via a hotline on 0800 032 3728

Further advice may be obtained from 


· NHS Direct on 0845 4647 or your GP surgery.
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Influenza outbreak in Mexico


A number of cases have been confirmed in Mexico and the United States of an influenza virus. In the UK two people have been admitted to a hospital in Scotland as a precautionary measure after feeling unwell on returning from a holiday in Mexico.


Royal Mail, through it's Chief Medical Officer, Dr Steve Boorman, remains in contact with the World Health Organisation (WHO) and the UK government. The WHO have not stepped up their alert level as a result of this outbreak.


However there are a number of sensible precautions which you should take - 



cover your nose and mouth when coughing



use a disposable tissue



dispose of dirty tissues carefully and promptly



maintain good basic hygiene such as washing your hands frequently with soap and water



clean hard surfaces such as door handles frequently


It is extremely unlikely for  viruses to be carried on mail items - passing on any sort of 'flu or cold is much more common as a result of hand to hand and hand to mouth contact; hence the advice to wash your hands regularly.


We will continue to monitor the worldwide situation through our Employee Health Service experts and we will keep you updated should the situation change.


In the meantime there is no need for alarm if the simple precautions are followed.


If anyone has recently returned from Mexico they should contact NHS Direct if they feel unwell. Anyone planning to travel to Mexico might wish to seek advice from the Foreign Office site.


Contacts:


NHS Direct 0845 4647 www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk/



Foreign Office www.fco.gov.uk/en/


Health Protection Agency www.hpa.org.uk
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Some pandemic plans support the distribution of facemasks and you will have


seen in media clips facemasks distributed to the general population in


Mexico city and for some workers.


Why are we not therefore recommending and supplying these?


The simple reason is that although in some circumstances masks can help -


in most they do not and indeed in some circumstances they risk actually


increasing the chance of acquiring viral infection.


Face masks 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 and


masks become saturated - which actually can provide a way of prolonging


exposure to risk of virus. It is also very difficult not to frequently


adjust the mask and "fiddle" (as the masks are often awkward and


uncomfortable) especially if you are not used to wearing one - and this


increases the opportunity for virus to be passed from hand to nose and


mouth


Whilst the WHO have shifted up their alert status - the information from


specialist resources suggests that the UK response to identifying and


containing cases is likely to be effective and whilst we expect to see some


cases testing positive in the UK, to date the infection has been such that


it responds well to the medical treatments available in the UK.


We will be keeping our approach under very regular review throughout this


worrying period, but are confident that at this stage simple measures such


as regular hand washing and seeking medical advice (via NHS Direct or


telephoning your GP) if worried about symptoms (high temperature, headaches


and aches/ pains) remains the best advice.


Royal Mail has set up a hotline with particular advice on 'flu for our people. Call 0800 032 3728.
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ADVICE FOR PEOPLE ENTERING 
THE UK WITH INFLUENZA TYPE 
SYMPTOMS
Human cases of swine infl uenza have been reported 
worldwide. This is an evolving situation and it is likely that 
more countries will be affected. 


What is swine infl uenza? 
Swine infl uenza is a respiratory disease normally found 
in pigs but human cases can and do happen. Symptoms 
of swine infl uenza are similar to those of seasonal fl u, 
usually a feverish illness accompanied by cough, sore 
throat, headache or muscle aches. For most people, 
this illness appears to be mild. Infection with this fl u is 
treatable with the antiviral drugs oseltamivir (Tamifl u®) 
and zanamivir (Relenza®).


What should I do if I have returned from a 
country affected by swine infl uenza?
If you have visited an area where human cases of swine 
infl uenza have been identifi ed, it is important that you 
are vigilant for any signs of illness in the seven days 
after you travel. There is no need for you to isolate 
yourself from other people as long as you remain well.


If you are returning from one of the areas that have been 
affected and you start to develop infl uenza symptoms, 
stay at home, check your symptoms on the NHS Direct 
website www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk or the NHS Choices 
website www.nhs.uk if possible, and if you are still 
concerned contact your GP or NHS Direct 0845 4647. 


What happens if it is thought I might 
have swine infl uenza?
All suspected cases will be investigated and offered 
antiviral treatment. For most cases, you will be well 
enough to remain at home but some people may need 
to be admitted to hospital. It will be important for you 
to avoid contact with other people as much as possible 
until the results of your tests are back. The people you 
live with should also monitor their health and follow the 
same advice if they get symptoms.


The most important thing you can do to avoid spreading 
the illness to other people is to follow basic hygiene 
advice. You should:


  avoid contact with other people as much as possible;


  cover your nose and mouth when coughing or 
sneezing, using a tissue when possible and disposing 
of dirty tissues promptly and carefully;


  maintain good hygiene by washing hands frequently 
with soap and water to reduce the spread of the virus 
from your hands to other people;


   clean hard surfaces (e.g. door handles) frequently with 
a normal cleaning product; and


  make sure that your children follow this advice.
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IMPORTANT 
INFORMATION 
ABOUT 
SWINE FLU 
This leaflet contains important information to help 


you and your family – KEEP IT SAFE 







Useful contacts 


Call 0800 1 513 513 to hear 
the latest information on swine flu. 


England: 
www.nhs.uk 
www.direct.gov.uk/swineflu 


Scotland: 
www.nhs24.com 


Wales: 
www.nhsdirect.wales.nhs.uk 
www.wales.gov.uk/health 


Northern Ireland: 
www.dhsspsni.gov.uk 
www.nidirect.gov.uk 


If you are planning to 
travel abroad, check the 
Foreign and Commonwealth 
Office travel advice 
at www.fco.gov.uk/travel 
or call 0845 850 2829 
for the latest information. 


Essential information concerning 
travel, schools and colleges, and 
the workplace will be published 
on www.direct.gov.uk  



http://www.nhs.uk

http://www.direct.gov.uk/swineflu

http://www.nhs24.com

http://www.nhsdirect.wales.nhs.uk

http://www.wales.gov.uk/health

http://www.dhsspsni.gov.uk

http://www.nidirect.gov.uk

http://www.fco.gov.uk/travel

http://www.direct.gov.uk





WHAT IS THIS LEAFLET FOR?
 
The UK governments have produced this leaflet to give 
you information about swine flu. It tells you: 


What swine flu is and how it could spread. 


What the UK governments have done to prepare 
for a wider outbreak of flu. 


What you can do to protect yourself and others 
against flu. 


Other actions you can take in case swine flu
 
becomes more widespread. 



What to do if you think you have flu symptoms. 


How you can keep up to date with the latest
 
information about swine flu.
 


Please keep this information safe. You may 
need to refer back to it if swine flu becomes 
more widespread. 







WHAT IS SWINE FLU AND HOW IS IT 
DIFFERENT FROM ORDINARY FLU? 
Swine flu is a respiratory disease and has some elements 
of a virus found in pigs. There is no evidence of this 
disease circulating in pigs in the UK and scientists are 
investigating its origins. 


Swine flu has been confirmed in a number of countries 
and it is spreading from human to human, which could 
lead to what is referred to as a pandemic flu outbreak. 


Pandemic flu is different from ordinary flu because 
it’s a new flu virus that appears in humans and spreads 
very quickly from person to person worldwide. The World 
Health Organization (WHO) is closely monitoring cases 
of swine flu globally to see whether this virus develops 
into a pandemic. 


Because it’s a new virus, no one will have immunity to it 
and everyone could be at risk of catching it. This includes 
healthy adults as well as older people, young children 
and those with existing medical conditions. 







HOW DOES SWINE FLU SPREAD?
 
Flu viruses are made up of tiny particles that can be spread 
through the droplets that come out of your nose and 
mouth when you cough or sneeze. 


When you cough or sneeze without covering your 
nose and mouth with a tissue, those droplets can spread 
and others will be at risk of breathing them in.  


If you cough or sneeze into your hand, those droplets 
and the germs in them are then easily spread from your 
hand to any hard surfaces that you touch, and they 
can live on those surfaces for some time. Everyday items 
such as door handles, computer keyboards, mobile 
and ordinary phones and the TV remote control are all 
common surfaces where flu viruses can be found. 


If other people touch these 
surfaces and then touch their 
faces, the germs can enter their 
systems and they can become 
infected. That’s how all cold 
and flu viruses, including swine 
flu, are passed on from person 
to person.  







WHAT HAVE THE UK GOVERNMENTS 
BEEN DOING TO PREPARE? 
We have been planning for a flu pandemic for a number 
of years, and the UK plan has been identified as one of 
the best by the World Health Organization.  


While the current situation is serious, there’s good reason 
for us to be confident that we can deal with it. Thanks to 
the work of scientists who have studied previous 
pandemics, we know more now about treatments and 
how to stop the virus spreading than ever before. 


We have a good stockpile of antiviral drugs (including 
Tamiflu® and Relenza®) – enough to treat more than 
33 million people (half the UK population), and we are 
planning to increase this. 







Antiviral drugs are not a cure, but they help you to recover 
if taken within 48 hours of symptoms developing, by: 


Relieving some of the symptoms. 


Reducing the length of time you are ill by 
around one day. 


Reducing the potential for serious 
complications, such as pneumonia. 


IS THERE A VACCINATION I 
CAN HAVE? 
Not at this stage. This type of flu is not the same as 
seasonal flu: it involves a completely new type of virus. 
A vaccine can only be developed when the specific strain 
has been identified, and it would then take several 
months to produce. 


The UK governments have agreements in place with 
manufacturers so that we can get stocks as soon as 
possible after a vaccine has been developed. 







WHAT CAN I DO TO PROTECT MYSELF 
AND OTHERS AGAINST FLU? 
The best thing you can do to protect yourself is to follow 
good hygiene practices. These will help to slow the spread 
of the virus and will be the single most effective thing you 
can do to protect yourself and others from infection. 


When you cough or sneeze it is especially important 
to follow the rules of good hygiene to prevent the 
spread of germs: 


Always carry tissues. 


Use clean tissues to cover your mouth and nose 
when you cough and sneeze. 


Bin the tissues after one use. 


Wash your hands with soap and hot water or 
a sanitiser gel often. 


There’s a simple way to remember this: 


CATCH IT, BIN IT, KILL IT. 







DO I NEED A FACE MASK? 
You may have seen face masks being given out to 
the public in other countries on the news. However, the 
available scientific evidence shows that these basic 
face masks don’t protect people from becoming infected. 


The best way to protect yourself and stop the spread of 
flu viruses is by using and disposing of tissues and washing 
your hands, as explained on the previous page. 


Remember to CATCH IT, BIN IT, KILL IT. 


WHAT ELSE CAN I DO? 
There are some other useful actions you can take now to 
prepare in case swine flu becomes more widespread: 


Set up a network of ‘flu friends’. 


Flu friends are neighbours, friends and relatives who can 
help you if you get ill. For example, they could collect 
medicines, food and other supplies for you, so that you 
don’t have to leave home if you are ill. 







Keep up to date with the latest information 
on swine flu and follow public health advice 
and instructions. 


If swine flu spreads, you need to keep informed so 
that you know what else you can do to protect yourself 
and your family. As the situation changes, you should 
keep up to date by watching TV, listening to the radio, 
checking the internet and looking out for announcements 
in the press. 


The inside front cover of this leaflet gives details of 
websites and phone numbers you can use to find out the 
latest information. 


WHAT SHOULD I DO IF I HAVE 
JUST RETURNED FROM MEXICO OR 
AN AFFECTED COUNTRY AND I 
THINK I MIGHT HAVE SWINE FLU? 


Stay at home. 


Check your symptoms on www.nhs.uk  
if possible. 


Call the Swine Flu Information Line on 
0800 1 513 513 to hear the latest advice. 



http://www.nhs.uk





If you have taken these steps and are still 
concerned, call your GP. Or you can call 
NHS Direct on 0845 4647 in England, NHS 24 on 
08454 24 24 24 in Scotland, NHS Direct Wales on 
0845 4647 in Wales or in Northern Ireland call 
0800 0514 142. They will give you advice on your 
symptoms and the next steps you should take. 


Do not go into your GP surgery or local accident 
and emergency department unless you are 
advised to do so or you are seriously ill, because 
you might spread the illness to others. Ask a flu 
friend to go out for you. 


WHAT ARE THE SYMPTOMS? 
Some of the symptoms are the sudden onset of fever, 
cough or shortness of breath. Other symptoms can 
include headache, sore throat, tiredness, aching muscles, 
chills, sneezing, runny nose or loss of appetite. 


It is important for us to make sure that you have up­
to-date advice. This will include further information on 
how to access antiviral drugs, should the virus become 
more widespread in the UK. The Swine Flu 
Information Line on 0800 1 513 513 will be 
updated regularly. 
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BT's response to swine flu

Last weekend, the world became aware of swine flu (the H1N1 virus) with cases confirmed in Mexico, USA, Canada, Spain, Israel and the UK with further suspected cases in New Zealand, Australia, Brazil, Columbia and South Korea.  This is a rapidly developing situation and there is significant cooperation between Government and health agencies around the world to take the most appropriate action to prevent the spread of infection.


1. Medical advice


While no vaccine has yet been developed for this new virus, infected people are responding well to antiviral medication. The most effective way to prevent the spread of a virus is to practise good personal hygiene. Covering your mouth and nose with a tissue when you cough and sneeze, disposing of the tissue as soon as possible, and cleaning your hands as soon as you can are important actions that can help prevent the spread of germs.


We all have an important role in preventing ourselves, our families and others from spreading germs. This becomes vital in an epidemic or pandemic and good personal hygiene is the key. Washing your hands regularly and effectively makes a huge difference in protecting you and those around you – it can literally save lives!


A useful guide to help to prevent the spread of flu at work, ‘Coughs and sneezes spread diseases’ is available at: http://homepage.intra.bt.com/home/flu_final.pdf

2. Travel


No-one should travel to Mexico on business until further notice. All travel should be booked through AMEX which will know if, and when, travel bans are imposed on other countries.


If you have returned from a trip to an area with human to human spread (currently only Mexico), return to work as normal unless you – or a member of your travel party – have developed flu-like symptoms. The symptoms to look out for within a week of return would be fever (usually high), headache, extreme tiredness, cough, sore throat, runny or stuffy nose, muscle aches, nausea, vomiting and diarrhoea.


Anyone with these symptoms should seek urgent medical advice and stay away from work until cleared by your doctor. Please remember to let your line manager know what is happening.


3. Next steps


A central team has been established to plan the action we need to take in the event of a global human influenza pandemic to both safeguard the welfare of our people and to ensure business continuity for the company and our customers. 


BT’s action will be in line with the advice from the World Health Organisation (WHO) which has defined a six-phase international alert status which has moved from stage three to stage four. Stage four means the virus is showing a sustained ability to pass from human to human, and is able to cause community-level outbreaks. This is an important step towards declaring a full pandemic (where a virus spreads rapidly from person to person and across international boundaries).


We will keep you informed by email as the situation develops, but please also check BT Today which will cover the latest news on a daily basis.


Paul Litchfield


BT’s Chief Medical Officer


28 April 2009

Additional Information


-                      For more information about swine flu, please see: http://homepage.intra.bt.com/home/swineflu

-                      The ‘International SOS’ site is a trusted source of information and is monitoring the emerging situation round the clock, providing regular updates. These updates cover latest news, travel recommendations, updates from affected parts of the world. http://urgent.internationalsos.com/default.aspx

-                      AMEX travel service at: http://supplychain2.intra.bt.com/pandsc/travel/amex/indexshtml

Issued by BT Group Communications to all BT people 
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PANDEMIC FLU 
 


Guidance for employers 
 


 


Basic facts – Advance planning in the workplace – Dealing with it when it happens 


 


 


Introduction 
 


 Pandemic flu is an outbreak of inflenza that affects many countries and millions of 


people and has huge implications for social and economic life.  It is different from the 


‚normal‘ winter outbreaks of flu which annually affect a small proportion of the 


population. 


  


 Pandemic flu appears to occur two or three times every century.  The outbreak in 


1918 caused an estimated 20 – 50 million deaths worldwide, mostly in young adults.  


The outbreak in 1968 caused between 1 - 4 million deaths and affected all age 


groups.  Influenza pandemics have occured every 10 to 50 years.  It is considered 


that another pandemic will occur soon. 


 


 Unlike the familiar annual outbreaks of flu, which tend to occur in the winter months, 


pandemic flu may occur at any time of the year.  For a pandemic to occur, a new flu 


virus strain, that has not infected humans before, would need to emerge and be 


easily transmissable from human to human.  There are many different influenza 


viruses, most of which are believed to reside in birds or mammals (eg pigs) and do 


not affect humans at all.  However it can occasionally happen that a bird or mammal  


virus combines with a human virus or that a completely new bird or mammal virus 


evolves – and this new type of virus could be one that is transmissable to humans.  


It is thought that this is likely to be the cause of the next pandemic. 


 


 The Department of Health estimates that pandemic flu could affect up to 50% of the 


population and that there could be a significant number of fatalities.  This would have 


huge social implications.  Organisations would have to plan how to function on half 


the workforce. They would also have to consider the interactive impact of workforce 


reduction in other organisations.  For instance, if schools close, many parents – 


many of whom are employees - will have to stay at home.  Some transport will be 


significantly affected and so even fit workers may not be able to get to work.  


Suppliers, utilities, banks, the police, the internet and telephones could be affected. 


Public gatherings are likely to be discouraged, and this will impact on all types of 


organisations. 
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 Employers need information about pandemic flu to inform their own contingency 


planning.  They need to think how it would impact on their own particular business 


and how they could mitigate that impact.  This short document from the Faculty of 


Occupational Medicine sets out the basic facts, some pointers to assist in contingency 


planning and a list of sources of further information. 


 


 


Basic facts 
 


1. Pandemic flu will occur only if a new subtype of virus emerges which is easily 


transmissible from person to person.  Because it would be new, there would be  


little or no pre-existing immunity in the population.  This could result in an illness 


which would cause more serious disease and which could spread quickly. 


 


2. Flu can affect all age groups and can be associated with complications such as 


pneumonia.  Serious complications tend to occur in the very young or older 


people and those who have chronic health problems. 


 


3. How it spreads 


 


Flu, including pandemic flu, is spread from person to person by close contact. The 


ways in which it can be spread include: 


 


 Being near (usually one metre or less) an infected person who is coughing 


and/or sneezing 


 Touching or shaking the hand of an infected person and then touching 


your mouth, eyes or nose without first washing your hands 


 Touching surfaces or objects (e.g. door handles) that have become 


contaminated with the flu virus and then touching your mouth, eyes or 


nose without first washing your hands 


 Outside the home, in addition to the risk of infection from people coughing 


and sneezing, transmission of infection may occur through contact with 


contaminated materials and surfaces – such as rails on buses and trains - 


and so everyone should wash their hands regularly. 


 


4. The incubation period (time between being catching the infection and becoming 


ill) for seasonal flu ranges from one to four days; for most people it will be two to 


three days.  It is assumed that this will be the case with a pandemic strain as 


well.  Patients are infectious soon after they develop symptoms and can continue 


to spread the virus, for example in coughs and sneezes, typically for up to five 


days (seven days in children).  People become less infectious as their symptoms 


subside and once symptoms are gone, they are considered no longer infectious. 


 


5. Symptoms  


 


The most significant symptoms are the sudden onset of high temperature and 


cough or shortness of breath. 


 


Other symptoms include muscle aches and pains, severe headache, loss of 


appetite, sore throat and chest pain. 


 


6. Reducing the risk of infection 


 


In the event of a pandemic, the usual flu vaccines will not be effective. Because it 


will take laboratories some time to produce sufficient vaccine against the 
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pandemic strain of the flu virus, immunisation is unlikely to be available early in 


the course of a pandemic.  In preparation for an outbreak, the Government has 


put special contracts in place for the production of vaccines for the whole 


population, once the new subtype of a pandemic virus is identified but these 


vaccines would not be available immediately. 


 


To reduce the spread of the flu virus, those with flu should be isolated as soon as 


possible. 


 


Extra care needs to be taken to prevent the spread from infectious patients to 


their carers by reducing and controlling carers‘ contact with infected materials and 


surfaces by: 


 


 frequent and thorough hand washing, and particular attention to the 


cleanliness of all items which have been in contact with the ill person 


 careful disposal of used tissues. 


 


Commonly used face masks for use by healthy members of the public are 


unhelpful, or tend to lose efficacy quickly, in protecting against the spread of flu 


in public places. 


 


7. Treatment 


 


Treatment of both seasonal and pandemic flu is by bed rest, pain killers and 


drinking lots of fluids. 


 


However, in a pandemic, antiviral drugs will also be available through a National 


Flu line. 


 


The UK has established a stockpile of anti-viral drugs sufficient for the expected 


numbers of the UK population to be affected. 


 


 


Advance planning in the workplace 
 


Organisations should already have in place disaster plans, for example in case of fire or 


loss of IT.  The plan for pandemic flu will draw on these plans but there are other 


aspects to consider: 


 


 


 Plan how you will cope with widespread cuts in supplies, transport, technical help 


etc 


 


 Identify in advance any tasks or jobs that might offer potential for remote 


working 


  


 Consider who might be able to step into the roles of front line staff 


  


 Identify groups of staff who will be most affected by school closures, and make 


contingency plans for any key roles to be covered by those who do not have 


school age children or elderly dependents 


 


 Review absence policies to take account of the special circumstances of pandemic 


flu – eg staggered shifts and absence due to voluntary quarantine, or unforseen 


child care problems - and the implications for pay 
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 If employers have health care staff - eg occupational health departments - they 


should be aware that they may be called by the NHS to treat the population. 


 


Additional specialised information applies to employers in the health care industry, 


particularly regarding appropriate infection control and isolation procedures. More detailed 


guidance for health care workers is given through the links below. 


 


Local Resiliance Forums and Strategic Co-ordination Groups will work with local public and 


private organisations to develop plans for maintaining services and business continuity. 


 


The Department of Health has produced simple guidance on how to implement risk 


reduction measures in businesses that address Environmental, Organisational and Individual 


behaviour. This includes a simple matrix approach to effective controls: 


 


http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidan


ce/DH_097137 


 


 


Dealing with it when it happens 
 
The key instructions to staff should be: 


 


For those who may be infected 


 


 Not to come into work if they think they have flu and not to return until their 


symptoms have stopped 


 


 If they become unwell at work 


 inform their manager and leave for home  


 use disposable tissues to cover their mouth when coughing, or both 


nose and mouth, when sneezing. 


 Dispose of used tissues appropriately. 


 


 


For those who are well and need to protect themselves 


 


 Be scrupulous about hand hygiene, including regular hand washing with soap and 


water (using alcohol gels where access to water is limited) 


 


 Minimise touching of the mouth, eyes and/or nose 


 


 


Employers should: 


 


 Improve cleaning procedures, concentrating on cleaning hard surfaces and moving to 


damp rather than dry dusting 


 


 Seek out up-to-date information and advice from the national and local news and 


from the websites referred to – especially the Department of Health website 


 


 


 


 


 



http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_097137

http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_097137
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Further information 
 
 


Health Protection Agency  
http://www.hpa.org.uk 


 


Health Protection Agency – Pandemic flu contingency plan 
      http://www.hpa.org.uk/web/HPAwebFile/HPAweb_C/1194947380783 
 


Health and Safety Executive  
http://www.hse.gov.uk/biosafety/diseases/pandemic.htm 


 


Department of Health 
http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publichealth/Flu/PandemicFlu/index.htmm 


 
Department of Health - Pandemic influenza: Infection control in hospital and primary care settings 


http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH
_080771 


 


NHS 
http://www.immunisation.nhs.uk 


 
NHS Direct 
http://www,nhsdirect.nhs.uk 


 
Foreign and Commonweatlh Office 


http://www.fco.gov.uk/en/travelling-and-living-overseas/staying-safe/health/avian-and-
pandemic-influenza 


 
World Health Organisation 


http://www.who.int/topics/influenza/en/ 
 


      TUC   
      http://www.tuc.org.uk/extras/fluguidance.pdf 
 


Local Resiliance Forums  
http://www.ukresilience.info 


 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, USA 


http://www.pandemicflu.gov/ 
 
      National Institute of Allergies and Infectious Diseases 


http://www.niaid.nih.gov/ 
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