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5.   Public Health Measures 
 
Nothing could have stopped the sweep of influenza through……the world – but ruthless 
intervention…might have interrupted its progress and created occasional firebreaks. Actions as 
ruthless as those taken in 2003 to contain the outbreak of SARS could well have had effect. 
Influenza could not have been contained as SARS was – influenza is far more contagious. But 
any interruption in influenza’s spread could have significant impact. For the virus was growing 
weaker over time. Simply delaying its arrival in a community or slowing its spread once there – 
just such minor successes – would have saved many, many thousands of lives. 
 
                        The Great Influenza, John M. Barry 
 
Public health measures are non-medical interventions used to reduce the spread of disease.  
They include providing public education, conducting case and contact management, closing 
schools, limiting public gatherings, issuing travel restrictions and screening travellers.  The type 
of public health measures used and the timing depend on the epidemiology of the virus.   
 
5.1  Objectives 
 
The objectives for Peterborough County and City are as follows: 
 
1. To decrease the number of individuals exposed to the novel virus and potentially slow the 

progress of the pandemic; 
2. To reduce illness and death caused by the pandemic; and  
3. To slow pandemic spread and gain time for implementing medical measures. 
 
5.2  Factors to Consider When Choosing Public Health Measures 
 
The types of public health measures used during an influenza pandemic and their timing will 
depend on: 

• The epidemiology of the virus (e.g., pathogenicity, mode(s) of transmission, incubation 
period, attack rate in different age groups, period of communicability, susceptibility to 
antivirals) 

• The pandemic phase and the amount of virus activity in the area (for example, after the 
pandemic is declared, the focus will be on community measures designed to reduce the 
risk of influenza—e.g. public education, restricting public gatherings) 

• The characteristics of the community (i.e., some measures, such as school closures, are 
more effective in rural than in urban areas) 

• Public acceptance of the measures 
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• The resources required to implement the measures (i.e., some measures, such as tracing 
contacts and active surveillance, are labour intensive and may not be an effective use of 
resources once the virus is wide spread in the community) 

• The amount of social disruption the measure will cause (for example, the decision to 
cancel public transit services would be so disruptive; it is unlikely to be used) 

 
5.3  Factors Affecting the Potential Impact of Public Health Measures 
  
The success of any individual public health measure depends on a variety of factors such as: 

• The epidemiology of the strain.  If the virus has a longer incubation period than seasonal 
influenza viruses, the Peterborough County-City Health Unit (PCCHU) will have more 
time to identify and isolate cases before the virus spreads to others.   

• The timing of the measures.  For individual public health measures, such as case and 
contact management, to be effective, they must be used aggressively at the early stages 
of the pandemic to follow-up confirmed or suspected cases.  Once a significant number 
of people are infected, the PCCHU will shift the focus to community measures such as 
public education and social distancing. 

• Public compliance with the measures.  Past experience with influenza pandemics 
indicates that people generally comply with personal protective measures at the 
beginning of the pandemic.  However, as more people become ill, compliance wanes.  
To slow the spread of the virus, the PCCHU will endeavour to keep the public engaged 
and encourage compliance.   

• Concurrent use of other public health measures.  Any single public health measure is 
unlikely to be effective on its own; measures are more effective when used together as 
part of a comprehensive approach that includes both individual and community 
measures.  Public health measures are also more effective when used with vaccines and 
a targeted antiviral strategy. 

 
5.4  The Authority to Use and Enforce Public Health Measures 
 
The Medical Officer of Health (MOH) for the City and County of Peterborough has the authority 
to implement public health measures under the Health Protection and Promotion Act (HPPA).  
The decision to use a particular public health measure will be made by the Chief Medical Officer 
of Health for Ontario after consultation with local medical officers of health and the Ministry of 
Health and Long Term Care (MOHLTC). This will ensure consistency across Ontario.  It will also 
instill public confidence and compliance and reduce confusion.  The timing of instituting these 
public health measures may vary from health units to health units depending on the severity of 
the pandemic in each part of the province.  The decision to use public health measures will be 
triggered by the epidemiology of the pandemic strain and the phase of the pandemic.    
 



Peterborough County-City Health Unit Pandemic Influenza Plan  
Section 5:  Public Health Measures 

 

Section 5 5-4 April 1, 2010 
 

Under the HPPA, the MOH can issued communicable disease orders and restrict gatherings.  
Also, under the Immunization of School Pupil’s Act (ISPA), the MOH has the authority to issue 
orders respecting students in a school. 
 
5.5   Public Health Measures 
 
There are six public health measures which may be used to slow the spread of pandemic 
influenza.  These measures are: 

• public education 
• travel restrictions 
• case management 
• contact management 
• school and daycare measures 
• social distancing 

 
The PCCHU will implement public health measures outlined in table 6.1 of the Ontario Health 
Plan for an Influenza Pandemic, Public Measures Section, at www.health.gov.on.ca/pandemic 
as seen below. 
 

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/pandemic�
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For other public health measures not included in this section, see the Canadian Pandemic 
Influenza Plan, Annex M at http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/cpip-pclcpi/ 

http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/cpip-pclcpi/�
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5.6   A Severity-Based Approach to Public Health Measures 
 
The types and extent of public health measures used during an influenza pandemic will depend 
on the severity of the pandemic, based on death rates.  The death rates are as follows: 
 

• <0.1% case fatality rate = mild pandemic 
• 0.1% <1.0% case fatality rate = moderate pandemic 
• >1.0% case fatality rate = severe pandemic 

 
The PCCHU follow the severity-based approach for public health measures as described in the 
Ontario Health Plan for an Influenza Pandemic, Public Measures Section, at 
www.health.gov.on.ca/pandemic as seen below. 
 
 

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/pandemic�
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There are different approaches for implementing public measures as follows: 

• Resource-driven approach:  public health will conduct case/contact management 
only when it is warranted due to the substantial resources required for this 
measure.  Once resources are overwhelmed, health units will focus on 
group/public messaging to achieve the same ends. 

• Consistent approach, with some flexibility to respond to local needs:  the Chief 
Medical Officer of Health will make specific recommendations about the 
measures to be used province wide.  However, the timing of measures may vary 
from health unit to health unit depending on the severity of the pandemic in 
each part of the province. 

• Targeted approach:  Ontario will use information on the epidemiology of the 
virus (e.g. attack rates in different populations) to develop targeted public health 
interventions. 

 
5.7   Triggers for Public Health Measures 
 
Public health measures are likely to be most effective when used early in the pandemic and 
implemented quickly.  The following table outlines the trigger for initiating each type of public 
health measure.  However, the severity of the pandemic strain may change the trigger for the 
public health measure. 
 

Measure Trigger 
Public education First lab confirmed case in North America 
Travel restrictions Evidence of a pandemic strain outside of Canada 
Case management Cluster of cases in/near Ontario 
Contact management Cluster of cases in/near Ontario 
School and daycare measures Cluster of cases within a Ministry of Education region or in a 

nearby community in an adjoining Ministry of Education 
region 

Social distancing Cluster of cases within local public health unit or adjoining 
health unit area 

 
5.8  Risks Associated with Public Health Measures 
 
While each public health measure may be partially effective, all, with the exception of public 
education, have some risks.  For example, many of the measures will take people out of the 
workforce which will disrupt services and the economy.  School and day care closures are a 
particular concern because parents would have to stay home from work to look after children.  
This would have a negative economic impact on families, particularly low income families, who 
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cannot afford to lose income.  It would be disruptive to businesses and could affect access to 
essential services.  In addition, adolescents who are not at school may congregate in other 
places (e.g., malls), providing other ways for the virus to spread.  The risks of instituting these 
control measures must be weighed against the impact of the pandemic. 
 
The risks can be balanced by using mitigating strategies.  These may include:  developing child 
minding strategies for workers in essential industries; using high school and university students 
to look after younger children which will free parents to work; allowing parents to work from 
home; encouraging small groups of families to share child care needs (while trying not to 
recreate the typical density of children in school classrooms); and providing income support for 
low income families who have to take time off work.   
 
5.9   Support and Guidance to Health Care Workers 
 
Effective management of a pandemic requires close coordination between the PCCHU and the 
hospital, long term care facilities and health care professionals.  Clinical care is provided by a 
mix of health care workers (e.g., doctors, nurse practitioners, nurses, paramedics, respiratory 
therapists) in many settings such as medical clinics, ambulances, at home, hospitals and long 
term care facilities.  To provide support and guidance for health care workers in all settings and 
to encourage a coordinated response, the PCCHU will:  

• provide ongoing professional education which may include guidelines and resources; 
• promote good respiratory infection control practices in health care settings by: 

o reinforcing the importance of hand hygiene and encourage the installation of hand 
hygiene stations; and 

o encouraging heath care workers to implement guidelines for febrile respiratory 
illnesses and infection control practices 

• work with health care organizations to develop pandemic preparedness plans; 
• work with health care organizations to identify strategies for assessing and treating 

influenza patients effectively and efficiently. 
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