Interim Manager puts plans in place to handle pandemic flu outbreak at Essex County Council

According to a National Risk Register, Pandemic flu is the gravest threat to UK security as it could claim up to 750,000 lives. The government has made it a priority to ensure that local authorities around the UK can respond to an outbreak and protect vulnerable people in their communities.  
As one of the largest counties in the UK with a population of nearly 2m people, Essex is considered at high risk if an outbreak occurred. 
Lacking the skills internally to put together a flu planning programme, Essex called in experienced Interim, Roger Gatford to put in place a county-wide continuity plan to help the council respond and deliver essential services in such an event. 

This complex programme involved creating action and contingency plans for up to 60 different departments in the County Council, ranging from adult and children’s social care, through to education and transport in order to determine their response to an outbreak. 

Thanks to Roger, the council now has a draft plan in place which will become part of the UK national response. To find out how Roger created his contingency programme, please click here.

Pandemic flu occurs when a new global influenza virus appears to which people have little or no immunity, and there is no vaccine. 
Typically outbreaks take place every few decades and there have been three events recorded in the last hundred years – the worst being ‘Spanish Flu’ which occurred in 1918 – 1919 and claimed between 20m and 40m people. 

The government has has called upon NHS Trusts and Local authorities to develop contingency plans to mitigate the effects of an outbreak. These plans need to focus on caring for vulnerable people and on business continuity, so that essential services can be still delivered to the local community in the event of an outbreak.  

As one of the largest counties in the UK with a population of nearly 2m people, Essex is considered at high risk if an outbreak occurred. It was decided that a County-wide pandemic flu planning programme was needed which would eventually be delivered to the government as part of the East of England regional response.  

However, the Council lacked the skills internally to deliver such a specific and high level strategic project. It needed to recruit a highly experienced programme manager with a proven track record in delivering complex programmes.  It wanted an Interim manager – an independent expert able to hit the ground running and manage the entire project, delivering results from day one. 

It approached Interim provider, Russam GMS, because of its strong reputation of delivering Interims into local government. The company put forward Roger Gatford, an accomplished programme manager with a strong track record in programme management having delivered successful projects for leading clients including Railtrack, Dixons Stores Group and Tesco. 

Roger started the project working in Adult Social Care where he created an outline response to pandemic flu. However, a corporate County Council–wide plan was required to complete this. Roger developed and presented a strategy for this purpose, which was approved and he was duly promoted and given the responsibility of developing the County-wide programme, covering over 47,000 staff.

This complex programme involved creating action and contingency plans for up to 60 different departments in the County Council, ranging from adult and children’s social care, through to education and transport in order to determine their response to an outbreak. 

His role was to identify how each department could still operate with different levels of employee absenteeism ranging from 10% to 50% and which services were the most critical to keep running. He also had to work out which services were dependent on each other, for example, if a school needed to shut, then the transport department would need to be informed immediately to stop running the school bus. Every department produced action cards stating how they would react in a set scenario and what actions they needed to take and how this would impact other departments. 

He also had to work out how critical services could continue to run on skeletal staffing levels and how teams would have to be deployed to ensure this happened. Another element of the project was to consider different geographical locations in Essex and determine a specific action plan that would meet the needs of that area. For example, he identified outbreak hotspots including Stanstead Airport and the ports of Harwich and Tilbury and put in place specific  contingency plans for them that would also enable services to continue as normal as possible in other parts of the County. 

He also had to consider the impact of flu on employees throughout the County Council. This involved examining over 30 different HR and personnel policies and looking at key issues such as how to recompense people who would be working overtime in the absence of their colleagues, but would not be able to take time off, as well as sickness and absenteeism policies which would need to change in the event of an outbreak. 

Throughout the project, there was much liaison with the Department of Health and the National Flu Pandemic team, together with the Association of the Director of Adult Services. The draft programme was presented to the East of England regional conference on 16 March 2009. 

Roger said, “Pandemic flu has been identified the biggest security threat, even greater than terrorism. Having a contingency plan in place looking at vital services such as healthcare and education is critical. My work at Essex County Council was focused entirely on business continuity – my remit was to deliver a plan that would enable the County to deliver key services in the event of an outbreak to the most vulnerable people within the community. Now we have a draft plan in place which will become part of the UK national response. This was a fascinating, complex and challenging project.”
