Health Care Workers
Australia

National Action on Aerosol Transmission of COVID-19

4 February 2021

The Hon Greg Hunt MP

Minister for Health and Aged Care
Parliament of Australia

Via email: Minister.Hunt@health.gov.au

Dear Minister Hunt

Australia must take urgent coordinated national action on aerosol
transmission of COVID-19.

Urgent upgrades of respiratory protection for healthcare workers are needed as well as
improved ventilation in healthcare settings, other indoor public spaces and private homes.

In July of 2020, 239 international scientists brought the issue of airborne transmission of
SARS-CoV-2 to the world stage.ll Since the publication of their letter, there has been
increased recognition of this route of transmission from the World Health Organization
(WHO), Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), the European Centre for Disease
Prevention and Control (ECDC), and other national disease control agencies.[2l 31 4]

Despite overwhelming evidence to support airborne, or aerosol, transmission of SARS-CoV-
2 1 [6l [71 [81 BII01 I this has not translated into appropriate and consistent public health
and infection prevention control measures across Australian jurisdictions. While other
countries promote the “3 Cs” (avoiding closed spaces, crowded places and close-contact
settings), Australian guidelines continue to stress droplet and contact transmission
(guidelines from CDNA, ICEG, NSW CEC and others), which have led to a focus on measures
of limited or insufficient effectiveness, such as deep-cleaning, handwashing, surface
disinfection and 1.5-metre physical distancing.

It is imperative that people in all sectors understand the risk of airborne
transmission, as well as the actions that can be taken to combat it.

This open letter has been sent to the prime minister, federal health minister, state and territory premiers and health
ministers, chief medical officers of the federal, state and territory governments and the members of the AHPPC, the CDNA
and ICEG.



To this end, specific strategies to reduce indoor aerosol transmission of COVID-19 are
adeptly summarised in the Chief Science Advisor of Canada’s COVID-19 Expert Panel’s
bioaerosol report,22l the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA)

Alert,23l the Harvard TC Chan Risk Reduction Strategies for Reopening Schools

Report,4 the CDC’s “COVID-19 Ventilation in Buildings” guidance,*2 the European CDC’s
“Heating, Ventilation and Air-Conditioning Systems in the Context of COVID-19: First
Update”, 2l and the “ASHRAE Position Document on Infectious Aerosols” .27l

The importance of airborne transmission has been highlighted by the German government,
which has committed 500 million Euros to mitigating its effects in public

buildings*8l “Liiften”, or airing, is now German policy and has been longstanding in South
Korea, Vietnam, Taiwan and in other regions which embraced the principles of the 3 Cs early
on in the pandemic. Indeed, China’s very first announcement of this novel coronavirus on
31st December 2019 also made public recommendations for ventilation of enclosed spaces,
avoiding crowded indoor places and wearing masks.22l The initial clinical guidance2? on
24th January 2020 strongly recommended airborne PPE for clinicians. Italy, New Zealand
and Japan have all accepted and now promote aerosol messaging.

With this evolving science, the importance of monitoring and improving ventilation has
become increasingly clear and thus US, UK and Canadian government agencies have
produced improved guidance.[2l [221 [23] 241 However, despite increasing global recognition
and mitigation efforts, there continues to be a lack of attention to the importance of
ventilation in Australia. The Australian Government has not produced any specific
guidance or mandated relevant standards.

This lack of acknowledgement of aerosol transmission has had far-reaching effects. It has
contributed to the healthcare outbreaks associated with over 3,500 healthcare worker
infections in Victoria, healthcare facility closures across Melbourne and in Burnie, Tasmania.
It seeded outbreaks into the community, resulting in further economic and social upheaval.

More recently, essential workers, such as paramedics and bus drivers transporting people in
hotel quarantine, continue to use “droplet and contact precautions”, wearing poorly-fitted
surgical masks, which unlike airborne protections (fit-tested N95/P2 respirators, etc.), do
not afford any satisfactory level of protection against airborne pathogens in high-risk
environments.[22l This has led to infections in these workers and spread into the wider
community, resulting in outbreaks with major economic and social disruption.

To reflect the current scientific evidence, we call on the Australian
authorities to:

e Take the most urgent measures to reduce the risk of workers at the international
border and in hotel quarantine becoming infected. This must include the provision
and wearing of airborne respiratory protection at all times for these workers, urgent
vaccination with the highest efficacy vaccines, and urgent audits and upgrading of
ventilation infrastructure. Delays in these simple measures will increase the risk of
further outbreaks in Australia and potentially allow the establishment of highly



transmissible variants in the community which cannot be controlled as ‘easily’ as we
have controlled outbreaks to date.

e Update all COVID-19 guidance to emphasise the risk of aerosol transmission of
COVID-19.

e Mandate and fund ventilation assessments and upgrades of essential public
institutions, such as hospitals, schools, aged care facilities and prisons.

e Promote strategies to reduce transmission risk in private homes, businesses and
other enclosed spaces through clear public health messaging and education. Avoid
the “3 Cs” through indoor mask wearing when community transmission is present
(even when physically distanced), routinely opening windows to refresh the air,
regular HVAC maintenance and filter replacement or upgrade.

e Ensure that no high-risk health care worker or other essential worker, including
those in hotel quarantine, is denied access to a fit-tested respirator (N95,
elastomeric or equivalent) for suspected or confirmed COVID-19 positive patients.

e Risk assessment for health care workers should go beyond the presence of “aerosol
generating procedures” and should take into consideration aerosol-generating
exposures (e.g., shouting, singing, coughing, sneezing, heavy breathing), proximity to
the patient, time spent with the patient, indoor air quality, and patient compliance
with mask-wearing for source control.

e Fast track research and recommendations into indoor air quality. This includes the
study of carbon dioxide (CO2) monitoring as a surrogate measure of indoor air
quality and airborne pathogen risk 28l with a putative threshold set at 600 PPM
based on termination of a TB outbreak.2Zl

e Include recommendations on usage of air cleaners such as appropriately sized
portable air filtration (HEPA) units or simple, practical and low-cost homemade
devices using MERV-11/13 filters and box fans, as options for filtering out
bioaerosols indoors when ventilation is suboptimal.

e Engage engineers and other ventilation specialists to develop clear ventilation
standards for indoor environments and integrate these standards into the reopening
guidelines for businesses with a higher risk of aerosol transmission (e.g., restaurants,
bars and gyms).

e Convene a suitably diverse group of experts from aerosol science, engineering,
HVAC, occupational hygiene, OH&S and organisational psychology to work alongside
infection control experts, in accordance with the Australian Governance Principles.

Future respiratory viral pandemics are a certainty.l28

Investing in ventilation, indoor air quality and appropriate personal protective equipment
now will save lives and prevent economic hardship in the future. The public health “sanitary
reformers” of the late 1800s led the way in overcoming water-borne diseases like cholera
and typhoid fever through investments in sewer systems and water treatment

plants 22l We are certain that there were those who thought the task at hand was
insurmountable.



We hope that Australia will consolidate the excellent work done so far in safeguarding our
nation by rapidly translating the science on aerosols into action on the ground. Addressing
the fundamentals of disease transmission is critical to mitigating disease transmission.

Acknowledging and taking action on airborne transmission must be a
key priority.

It must be appropriately managed in all sectors to ensure an enduring
recovery for Australia.

Yours faithfully,
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Dr David Berger, BSc MBBS MRCP MRCGP
FRACGP
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Dr Zoé Hyde, MPH PhD, Epidemiologist
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David Metcalf, BCom(IT/IS) GDipAppFin
GAICD
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A/Prof Michelle Ananda-rajah, MBBS FRACP
PhD
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Dr Andrew Miller, MBBS LLB(Hons) FANZCA
FACLM FAICD, AMA WA President
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Anna Davidson, BA/LLB(Hons) GDipLP
CertPSM GAICD
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Management Consultant; Dr George Manoliadis, MBBS FRACGP, GP Principal, Nelson Plaza Clinic; Dr Alex
Richardson, MB BCH FRACGP, Clinical Director, Nelson Plaza Clinic; Dr Kenneth J De Jong, MBBS (Hons), ED
HMO; Belinda Cavanagh, Bachelor of Nursing, RN; Peta Terry, Acupuncturist; Jelena Milosevic, Nurse, Nurse,
Parnassia groep; Dr Sao Khemar Wadi, MBBS FRACGP, GP; Dr Teresa Bridgart, MBBS, ED Registrar; Dr
Marizabel Gonzalez-Castillo, MD, Cert EM (ACEM), SCHP, Senior Medical Officer, Capricorn Coast Hospital &
Health Services; Dr Pippa Birkin, MBChB FRACP, Consultant General Paediatrician, Gosford Private

Hospital; Carmen Naylor, Occupational Hygienist, Occupational Hygiene Leader, The Australian Nuclear
Science and Technology Organisation; Dr Vanessa Bussau, PhD, Director; Frank Fleer, BEng(Chem) Hons,
Director, Helix Environmental; Dr Glen Lo, MBBS BMedSc(Hons) FRANZCR, Consultant Radiologist; Trevor
Williams, Sonographer, Locum Tenens; Isla Lucas, Bachelor of Medical Imaging, Sonographer, Great Southern
Radiology; Kay Wakefield, Radiographer; Lucia Lara, Staff Engineer; Alicia John, Nurse; Caroline Dew, CCRN,
ICU; Dr Richard Jackman, FACEM MBChB, ED SMO, Cairns; Dr Nora McCullagh, BA, MB, BCH, BAO, FACEM,
Staff Specialist, Cairns Hospital; Dr Divya-Jyoti Sharma, MBBS FANZCA, Anaesthetist, Sir Charles Gairdner
Hospity; Peter Kirby, BLS, Dip WHS, Dip Risk Management, Senior Risk Consultant; Dr Helen MacLean,
BSc(Hons), PhD, Research scientist (retired), University of Melbourne; Dr Sandhya Ramanathan, BSc(Med),
MBBS(Hons), DCH, FRACGP, FRNZCGP, GP, Surrey Medical Centre; Cailin Jordan, Psychologist, Genea; Dr
Matthew Cardone, MBBS, GP, Tweed Health For Everyone; Jane Withers, Ba Nursing, PGC NICU Nursing, PGC
PICU Nursing, PGD Midwifery, Masters Midwifery, Cert IV TAE, Immunisation Certificate, RN RM, SCHN and
agency; Jayne McKenna, Registered Nurse, CNC, MHHS; Romana Vener, Bach Nursing. Midwifery, Reg
Nurse/Midwife, RBWH Brisbane; Dr Ken Maclean, BSc(Med), MBBS, FRACP, Consultant Geneticist; Dr Debra
Carnes, RN, BN, MNurs, PhD, Self-employed; Dr Onisha Patel, PhD, Scientist, WEHI; Sheena Burgess,
Registered Dental Hygienist; Dr Gabrielle Hall, MB.BS; MTH; DCH, Senior Medical Officer, VAHS; Dr Franck
Clarot, Medical Doctor, Senior Head, CVL Radiology Dept; Sarah Page, B Nursing, Occupational health and
hygiene advisor, Tomago Aluminium; Belinda O'Connor, Bachelor of Midwifery, Clinical Midwife

Specialist; Gabrielle Orezt, RN Onc Cert BAppSc MPH GAICD, National Clinical Systems Project Manager; Susan
Cooper, Registered Nurse, Level 3, angiography, Gold Coast Private Hospital; Terry Turner, Bachelor of
Nursing; Bachelor of Arts, Clinical Nurse, Queensland Health; Dr David de la Hunty, FRANZCO,
Ophthalmologist, Rockingham Eye Clinic; Karen Allsopp, BSc (Hons) M.Nutr.Diet (Syd), Covid-ICU and Surgical
Specialist Dietitian, NHS; Leanne Dean, EEN, EEN, Peninsula Vascular Group; Triecia Gibney, DPsych, Clinical
Psychologist; Glenda McLean, Sonographer, Sonographer, Monash Health; Lindy Nield, MSc, BSc(Hons), Grad
Dip Occ Hyg, MAIOH, OSH Inspector, Mines Safety, DMIRS; Lisa Francis, Speech Pathologist, Head of
Department Speech Pathology, Hornsby Hospital; Amanda Maher, Pharmacist, Community Pharmacist; Tess
Magor, Social Worker; Dr Wayne Laughton, BMBS, FRACGP, GP, BUPA; Dr Kat Ritchie, FRACGP, MBBS,
BMedSc, Specialist General Practitioner; Louise Morosi, Nurse, General practice; Ruth Croall, Retired



Midwife; Dr Alice Maxwell, FRACGP, MBBS, BSc, GP; Dr Antje Theilhaber, FRACGP, Principal GP, Eleanor
Clinic; Dr Eunice Sales, MD, FRACGP, GP, Eleanor Clinic; Dr Felicity Dent, MBBS, FRACGP, GP, Eleanor Clinic; Dr
Gillian Rileyb, BSc BAsSt MBBS DRANZCOG (Adv) FRACGP, GP; Goran Pechanats, Dental Surgeon, Employed
Dentist, Bupa Corporation; Dr Jenny Weekes, B Med, GP, University of Canberra; Jodi Blyde, RN, Masters Rural
and Remote Nursing, Grad Dip Emergency Nursing, Registered Nurse, Muswellbrook District Hospital; Dr Susan
Stark, BMBS, FRACGP, GP, Kingston Family Clinic; Dr Mark Raines, BMBS, FRACGP, BPharm, GP, Hoc; Dr Janus
Senpre, MD MSc MPhil FRACP, Consultant Physician, RDH; Dr Susan Ridley, MB BS. FRACGP, GP, Crows Nest
Medical Practice; Dr John Wong, MBBS, Doctor; Dr Julie Son, BSc(Med)MBBS FRACGP, GP; Dr Barbara Bloch,
MBBS FRACGP, GP, Medical clinic; Dr Harriet Playle, MBBS FRACGP MPH, GP; Dr Susan Boucher, BMBS, GP,
Cranbourne Road Medical Centre; Dr Olga Ward, MBBS FRACGP GDRGP FARGP FACRRM, Rural

Generalist; Brett Montgomery, MBBS DCH FRACGP MMedSci, GP; Dr Sara Cargill, BEng PhD MBBS, GP; Dr
Sarah Addleman, MDCM CCFP(EM), Emergency Physician, Ottawa; Dr Heather Connors, BMed FRACGP,

GP; Susan Pettit, Bachelor of Midwifery, Midwife, Monash Health; Helen Truscott, RN MPH, Infection Control
Nurse, James Cook University; Dr Duncan MacWalter, MBChB MRCGP FRACGP DRCOG DCH, GP, Deception
Bay; Dr Rohan Rao, MBBS FRACGP, GP, Keperra Medical Centre; Dr Maria Dias, MBBS FRACGP, GP; Angela
Walker, BA GRAD. DIP SECONDARY EDUCATION (ENGLISH HISTORY & SOSE), General Practice Manager and GP
Practice co-owner, UQ; Teresa Evans, DipPhysio DipPracMgt FAAPM, General Practice Manager, Doctors of
Tewantin; Dr Inga Atrens, MBBS, FRACGP, GP; Dr Jennifer Koch, MBBS, FRACGP, BSci(lImm & Biochem), GP,
Private Practice: Mt Martha Village Clinic; Sarma Strungs, B. Health and Rehabilitation Science, General
Practice Manager; Tracey Hockey, General Practice Manager; Amanda Eddy, Health Information Manager,
Cancer Information Manager, Monash Health; Greg OConnell, BA (statistics, psychology), Data Analyst,
Barwon Health; Georgios, Aged Care Worker; Trish Hann, Diagnostic Radiography BSc (Hons), Diagnostic
Radiographer, Royal Prince Alfred Hospital; Dr Marie Manidis, PhD in Health Communication, Retired; Dr
Catherine O’Grady, PhD Applied Linguistics, Clinical Communication Tutor, Health Education Australia

Limited; Christine Sellings, B App Sci (MLS) with Distinction, Hair Testing Coordinator, ToxLogic Pty Ltd; Jesse
Loren Walsh, Medical Student, Medical Student, Flinders University; Rachel Dawson, Nurse, Division One
Registered Nurse; Dr Helen Branson, MBBS, MP, Psychiatry Registrar, Bendigo Health; Lauren Dircks,
B.Physiotherapy, Physiotherapist, Private Aged Care; Sigrid Thomson, B Nursing, RN - ACAS, RMH; Sally
Hopwood, Senior Manager; Dr Mya Cubitt, MBChB, FACEM; Alicia John, Bachelor of Nursing, Registered
Nurse, PACU; Rita, Nurse, Quality manager, Community Care; Dr Mahu Anderson, MBChB, GP; Dr Judy Alford,
MBBS, FACEM, Senior Staff Specialist, St Vincent's Hospital, Sydney; Dr Krista Makin, B. Med FRACP,
Rheumatologist, Sir Charles Gairdner Hospital; Stefan Campbell, BNurs, GradCertNurs (Intensive Care Nursing)
GradCertNurs Anaesthetics Recovery Nursing), Intensive Care Nurse, Princess Alexandra Hospital; Robin Dinh,
Masters of Counselling, Private Practice; Katherine Marsh, Bachelor of Nursing. Graduate Certificate in
Anaesthetics and Recovery Nursing., Anaesthetic Nurse, Agency; Mikele Prestia, Law Clerk, Aboriginal Legal
Rights Movement; Dr Rachael Pery-Johnston, MBBS FACEM, Emergency SMO; Dr Michael Cameron, MBBS,
FACEM, Senior Staff Specialist in Emergency Medicine, Redland Hospital, Queensland; Dr Jamie Knuckey,
Specialist Anaesthetist; Dr Andrew Hunt, BMed, FANZCA, Specialist Anaesthetist; Dr Ravi Ramadas, MbChB,
Anaesthetist; Dr Kirsty Burn, MBBS(Hons) FRANZP, Private Psychiatrist, Private Practice; Sharon Moran, CCRN,
Registered Nurse ED; David Kong, Technical Assistant, PathWest; Anne Gorshenin, RN, Grad DIP health
Science, Paed Nurse Specialist, Recently retired, NSW Health, HNELHD; Erin Metcalf, Consumer Advisory
Committee Member, Marian Centre; Christine Egginton, RN Retired; Pat Lawrence & Belinda Lawrence,
Occupational Hygiene Technician and Hygienist /Registered Nurse, Directors, MASKFIT Australia, Dr Cecily
Strange, RN PhD Population Health, Researcher, UWA; Dr Merilyn Rees, MBBS FANZCA FRCA, Anaesthetist,
Eastern Health, Dr Wine Hanekamp, GP, DMO

Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in this letter are those of the individual signatories and do not
necessarily reflect the official policy or position of any agency/institution.

Acknowledgements: With thanks to our Canadian colleagues, this letter is based on a Canadian letter sent on
January 4th 2021E%. A letter calling for similar measures in the UK was sent by a coalition of professionals on
January 6th 2021.
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