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H1N1 Flu Update

Overview
In the effort to prepare for the upcoming flu season, federal officials have released new guidance to help employers determine what they should do to in the event of a widespread outbreak of the H1N1 flu virus this fall. Since safety professionals may be asked to take the lead in their organizations in addressing employee questions and concerns about the 2009 novel H1N1 virus, ASSE has compiled some relevant resources to help safety professionals navigate the current guidance from federal agencies. 
Thus far, the virus has not mutated substantially from its original form, which is good news and means there is no cause for panic. The virus appears to be similar in severity to the seasonal flu. However, it is critical that employees remain vigilant about preventing the spread of the flu virus to minimize the impact of this flu season on business activates and operations. 
Situation Update
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has a weekly update that provides information about influenza disease activity in the United States. The update tracks key indicators such as visits to doctors, total influenza hospitalization, proportion of deaths, states with widespread influenza activity, and more.

You can access the 2009 H1N1 Flu Situation Update at: http://www.cdc.gov/h1n1flu/update.htm.

Guidance for Businesses

The CDC has a H1N1 Influenza Communication Toolkit for Businesses and Employers that contains:
· Questions and answers about CDC guidance 

· A quick reference for pandemic planning and response 

· Fact sheets for employers and employees 

· Posters for the workplace

· Email and text message templates to send to employees

The CDC also has a Preparedness Guide for Small Businesses that contains:

· Guidance on how to write a pandemic plan

· 10 tips for businesses to keep the workplace healthy

· 8 tips for individuals to keep healthy

· Frequently asked questions

CDC Tips for Businesses

Keeping Healthy: 10 Tips for Businesses

Employees are a crucial resource at any business, and especially small businesses. There are steps you can take now, and during the flu season, to help protect the health of your employees.
1. Develop policies that encourage ill workers to stay at home without fear of any reprisals.

2. Develop other flexible policies to allow workers to telework (if feasible) and create other leave policies to allow workers to stay home to care for sick family members or care for children if schools close.

3. Provide resources and a work environment that promotes personal hygiene. For example, provide tissues, no-touch trash cans, hand soap, hand sanitizer, disinfectants and disposable towels for workers to clean their work surfaces.

4. Provide education and training materials in an easy to understand format and in the appropriate language and literacy level for all employees. See www.cdc.gov/h1n1flu/business.

5. Instruct employees who are well but who have an ill family member at home with the flu that they can go to work as usual. These employees should monitor their health every day, and notify their supervisor and stay home if they become ill. Employees who have a certain underlying medical condition or who are pregnant should promptly call their health care provider for advice if they become ill.

6. Encourage workers to obtain a seasonal influenza vaccine, if it is appropriate for them according to CDC recommendations (http://www.cdc.gov/flu/protect/keyfacts.htm). This helps to prevent illness from seasonal influenza strains that may circulate at the same time as the 2009 H1N1 flu.

7. Encourage employees to get the 2009 H1N1 vaccine when it becomes available if they are in a priority group according to CDC recommendations. For information on groups recommended for seasonal and H1N1 vaccines, please see www.flu.gov. Consider granting employees time off from work to get vaccinated when the vaccine is available in your community.

8. Provide workers with up-to-date information on influenza risk factors, protective behaviors, and instruction on proper behaviors (for example, cough etiquette; avoid touching eyes, nose and mouth; and hand hygiene).

9. Plan to implement practices to minimize face-to-face contact between workers if advised by the local health department. Consider the use of such strategies as extended use of e-mail, websites and teleconferences, encouraging flexible work arrangements (for example, telecommuting or flexible work hours) to reduce the number of workers who must be at the work site at the same time or in one specific location.

10. If an employee does become sick while at work, place the employee in a separate room or area until they can go home, away from other workers. If the employee needs to go into a common area prior to leaving, he or she should cover coughs/sneezes with a tissue or wear a facemask if available and tolerable. Ask the employee to go home as soon as possible.
CDC Tips for Individuals
Keeping Healthy: 8 Tips for Individuals

In addition to the actions a small business employer can take to help protect the health of their employees, there are actions which employees may take to protect their own health, and that of those around them. Employers should review this list and encourage employees to read it and practice good health habits.
1. Stay home if you are sick with influenza-like illness for example, fever or chills AND cough or sore throat. In addition, symptoms of flu can include runny nose, body aches, headache, tiredness, diarrhea, or vomiting. CDC recommends that sick workers stay home if they are ill with influenza-like illness until at least 24 hours after they are free of fever (100° F [37.8° C] or greater) or signs of a fever without the use of fever-reducing medications. This would require employees to stay home for 3 to 5 days in most cases. CDC recommends this time period away from work regardless of whether or not antiviral medications are used.

2. Wash your hands frequently with soap and water for 20 seconds or use an alcohol-based hand sanitizer if soap and water are not available.

3. Avoid touching your nose, mouth and eyes.
4. Cover your coughs and sneezes with a tissue, or cough and sneeze into your upper sleeve. Dispose of tissues in no-touch trash receptacles.

5. Wash your hands or use an alcohol-based hand sanitizer after coughing, sneezing, or blowing your nose.
6. Keep frequently touched common surfaces clean. For example, telephones, computer equipment, etc.
7. Try not to use other workers’ phones, desks, offices, or other work tools and equipment. If necessary, consider cleaning them first with a disinfectant.

8. Maintain a healthy lifestyle; attention to rest, diet, exercise, and relaxation helps maintain physical and emotional health.

Vaccination Information
1. Vaccines will be available. A vaccine has been developed and will be readily available by mid-October. The vaccine will be administered in one shot, and should be effective within 8 – 10 days.

2. The groups recommended to receive the 2009 H1N1 influenza vaccine include:

· Pregnant women because they are at higher risk of complications and can potentially provide protection to infants who cannot be vaccinated;

· Household contacts and caregivers for children younger than 6 months of age because younger infants are at higher risk of influenza-related complications and cannot be vaccinated. Vaccination of those in close contact with infants younger than 6 months old might help protect infants by “cocooning” them from the virus;

· Healthcare and emergency medical services personnel because infections among healthcare workers have been reported and this can be a potential source of infection for vulnerable patients. Also, increased absenteeism in this population could reduce healthcare system capacity;

· All people from 6 months through 24 years of age 

a. Children from 6 months through 18 years of age because cases of 2009 H1N1 influenza have been seen in children who are in close contact with each other in school and day care settings, which increases the likelihood of disease spread, and
b. Young adults 19 through 24 years of age because many cases of 2009 H1N1 influenza have been seen in these healthy young adults and they often live, work, and study in close proximity, and they are a frequently mobile population; and, 
c. Persons aged 25 through 64 years who have health conditions associated with higher risk of medical complications from influenza.

3. There should be an adequate supply of vaccine available. 115 million doses of the H1N1 vaccine have been prepared for this flu season. 

4. The vaccine for the H1N1 virus will be affordable. The shot itself is free but there may be an administrative fee for an employee to get a flu shot from a doctor or pharmacy, such as Walgreens or CVS. The cost will most likely be $25 - $75 and your employees’ insurance may even cover this cost. 

5. People infected with seasonal and 2009 H1N1 flu shed virus and may be able to infect others from day 1 before getting sick to 5 – 7 days later. This can be longer in some people especially children and people with weakened immune systems. If one of your employees becomes ill with the flu, it is advised that the employee stay at home for 24 hours after they are free from fever.
Antiviral Information
Flu.gov has updated information available about:

· Antivirals and their benefits

· Which antivirals might be effective for H1N1

· H1N1 clinical and antiviral guidance

This information can be found at http://www.flu.gov/individualfamily/prevention/medicine/index.html#H1N1. 

Travel
Should any travel restrictions become necessary, the State Department will issue a travel alert on their website. You can access State Department travel alerts directly at http://travel.state.gov/travel/cis_pa_tw/pa/pa_1766.html. 
