VHA National Exercise: Assessing VHA’s Pandemic Influenza Plan

June 23 to 27, 2008

Policy Issues Page 2 of 2

	Day/Discussion/

Reference
	Policy Issues


	Day 1 
	VHA Office of Quality and Performance should be contacted to reaffirm the current  guidance on emergency credentialing. 

	Discussion/Disposition
	This issue was discussed and EMCG decided there was a need to reaffirm the latest guidance to facilities on emergency credentialing of health care volunteers.  This will be addressed as an 
After Action Review item for follow up after exercise since we are now in hurricane season and this reminder could be very timely.

	Applicable Reference
	

	Day 1 
	VHA should develop national flexible communication scripts for VHA to use at the call centers during an emergency.

	Discussion/Disposition
	EMCG assigned communications officer in Public Health and Environmental Hazards to work with the VHA Office of Public Affairs to develop pre-scripted messages for Pandemic Flu. This will be addressed during the exercise and as a follow up After Action Review item after exercise.

	Applicable Reference
	

	Day 1 
	Raise question to Under Secretary regarding VA’s policy for sharing supplies (e.g., stockpiles) with community and balancing these policies between community and VA needs.

	Discussion/Disposition
	Early into the Pandemic Flu, there was some sentiment for holding some supplies for national re-distribution should the need arise.  However, as the Pandemic reached peak levels the decision was made to allow VISN and VAMC Directors the flexibility to balance between patient, critical staff and families and humanitarian assistance requests.

	Applicable Reference
	

	Day 2

	OI&T  will develop guidance for surge of tele-work. 



	Discussion/Disposition
	This issue was raised on Day 1 and Day 2 of the exercise at the CRT.  The current guidance remains in place however OI&T representatives indicated they will examine the issue more closely and provide VHA a report as to what flexibilities might be possible.  Guidance will be provided as a follow up After Action Review item after the exercise is completed.

	Applicable Reference
	

	Day 2
	Office of Security and Law Enforcement will examine options for security surge at VA facilities.

	Discussion/Disposition
	This issue was discussed at the EMCG and later at the CRT.  Options within the VA at the national level were limited because of the national nature of this emergency and the likelihood of staff shortages impacting police officers system wide.  Options appeared limited to deploying 50 police officers in training at any one time and use of local police augmentation teams at VA facilities.  The DoD is likely prohibited from assisting by law and activation of the National Guard is a State by State determination.  The remaining option is to make a request to FEMA through the National 
Response Framework under ESF #13 but other federal agencies are likely similarly impacted.  There seems to be little help to be expected at the national level for increased security and VHA facilities would be best served through local agreements for security enhancement.

	Applicable Reference
	

	Day 2
	HR will develop additional guidance on definition of critical staff and additional authorities for emergency operations over an extended period of time.


	Discussion/Disposition
	During Hurricane Katrina the Office of Human Resources developed a packet of information for field facilities to use that explains the authorities and flexibilities that facility directors have to use during emergencies.   Because the Pandemic emergency will likely last for an extended period of time, VHA has requested that HR update the OPM and VA policies for the field.  This will be accomplished as an After Action Report Item after the exercise is completed.

	Applicable Reference
	

	Day 2
	VA should develop uniform definition of quarantine and isolation for patient guidelines, taking ethical and legal issues into consideration. 

	Discussion/Disposition
	The VA Pandemic Flu Planning Guidance defines quarantine and isolation.  Based upon discussion and questions during the exercise this planning guidance will be updated as an After Action Item upon completion of the exercise.  The web links to VA Pandemic Influenza Plan are provided.
http://vaww1.va.gov/emshg/docs/VAPandemicFluPlan_FINALsigned0410A_2xprintedversion_033106.pdf
http://www.publichealth.va.gov/flu/documents/VAPandemicFluPlan_2006-03-31.pdf


	Applicable Reference
	

	Day 2
	EMCG should develop guidance on treatment of family members, with special attention on the stockpiling of pediatric anti-virals. 

	Discussion/Disposition
	VHA has stock piled pharmaceuticals based upon the projected number of Veterans and critical staff requiring prophylaxis and subsequent treatment for those infected.  Although VAMC Directors have the authority to distribute pharmaceuticals based on local conditions, it should be noted that the stock pile did not include provisions for family of critical employees including children.  Based upon the experiences in this exercise, VHA will re examine the amount of pharmaceuticals to be purchased as well as determine what amount of pediatric doses should be added.

	Applicable Reference
	

	Day 2
	Field facilities have requested the authority to use government vehicles to bring critical employees and volunteers to the facilities to help mitigate staffing shortages.

	Discussion/Disposition
	For the purpose of this exercise facilities were granted permission to use VA transportation assets.  As an After Action Review Item, VHA will request that the VHA Fleet Manager publish a directive to that explains the authorities and flexibilities that facilities may have during an actual emergency.

	Applicable Reference
	

	Day 2
	VA should develop guidance for implementing alternate standards of care when critical equipment becomes scarce.

	Discussion/Disposition
	Based upon the experience gained from this exercise, VHA needs to review and update policy about implementing alternate care standards should an actual pandemic occur.  The VHA Pan Flu planning guidance published in 2006 will be updated to include more detailed guidance as to how and when these measures could be implemented.

	Applicable Reference
	

	Day 2
	VA should develop guidance on providing mental health services via tele-health.

	Discussion/Disposition
	Use of tele-health is likely to be an effective strategy for providing the anticipated surge of mental health needs by patients and employees.  Since a number of mental health workers may be able to work from home, the use of tele-health should enable a surge of mental health counseling capabilities.  This will be pursued as an After Action Review Item upon completion of the exercise.

	Applicable Reference
	


