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What is a business
continuity plan?

It is a plan that describes how
an organization will continue to

function during or after some kind of
emergency, disaster or event. It involves

planning how your key services or products can 
be continued, and the recovery of key business and systems.

Please remember... each business and operation is unique – the 
topics listed in this document are some basic suggestions. You
will need to create a specific plan that best suits your business
and operational needs. 

This document focuses on creating a business plan for infectious
diseases such as SARS or a pandemic flu. It is intended for non-
health care organizations. Health care organizations, as well as
other first response agencies (e.g., police, emergency, first aid,
ambulance) will require much more rigorous emergency steps,
infection control measures, and workforce plans.

Is a plan for an infectious disease different than 
a regular business resumption plan?

In some ways, yes. Traditionally, most business continuity plans
focus on what will happen if the building, equipment, products or
services are damaged in some way. The plans also tend to assume
that people will be able to return to the building, or begin 
rebuilding, almost immediately after the event (such as after a 
fire or storm, or if there is a utility shortage (hydro, gas, etc). 

However, during a serious infectious disease outbreak, such as a
pandemic flu, you must plan for the employees being unable to
report to work (not damage to the building). In addition, during
a pandemic, businesses, social organizations or schools may be
required to take unique measures to help slow the spread of the
illness including being closed by order of the medical officer of
health or public health officials. Other public health measures
may include limiting or canceling social and public gatherings,
stopping public transportation, requiring quarantines, etc. 
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In addition, recovery from these situations may not be able to
start immediately. It is important to be sure that your core
business activities can be maintained for several weeks or
months with limited staff. You will need to be prepared to
resume your business in a planned way. 

Why will people be off work?

The reasons will include the person:

• being sick or quarantined (suspected, 
actual, or post-infectious cases)

• fulfilling volunteer roles in the community,
including helping with emergency services

• caring for school aged children (if sick, or
in the event schools are closed), or other
family members 

• preferring to remain at home, or under 
mandatory order by public health

• avoiding of public spaces, including 
gatherings, and avoidance of public 
transportation

In a worst case scenario, they may have died or be on 
long-term disability. 

How many people will be off work?

It is impossible to know with certainty how many people will be
off work. However, estimates range from: 

• 25-30% of the general workforce for a time period of 
1 to 3 weeks (estimate by the Canadian Manufacturers 
& Exporters Association)

• up to 50% for 2 weeks periods at the height of a severe
wave (and lower for the 2 weeks before and after)
(Ministry of Health, New Zealand)
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3

The Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) states that: “during
an outbreak in a specific area, it would be appropriate for
employers to plan for a total workplace absenteeism rate of
between 20% and 25% during the peak two-week period with
lower rates in the preceding and subsequent weeks. This
contrasts with average total absenteeism in a normal winter of
8%.” While this estimate is for the health care sector, it is a
good estimate for every business to work from. Link to:

www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/cpip-pclcpi/s02_e.html#24

It is important to know that the pandemic is expected to come
in 2 or 3 waves about 3 to 9 months separating each outbreak.
Each wave is expected to last approximately 6 to 8 weeks. A
pandemic may last in these cycles for up to two years.

The Public Health Agency of Canada also warns that, based on
trends from past pandemic flus, there may be a higher than
average number of illness and deaths in age groups different
than what we typically see during annual flu seasons (for
example, the 1918 pandemic flu resulted in more illnesses
among people under 65 and in particular people aged 20 to 40
– unlike a “typical” flu that affects the very young and very old).
If this  historic pattern re-emerges, a large proportion of the
workforce could be affected. Based on their model, an estimated
4.5 to 10.6 million Canadians would become clinically ill such
that they would be unable to attend work or other activities for
at least a half a day. 

More information is available from PHAC’s “The Canadian
Pandemic Influenza Plan for the Health Sector” Link to:  

www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/cpip-pclcpi/s02_e.html 
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What are some effects of a pandemic on a business? 
Possible effects on business from a pandemic event can

include:

• reduced labour supply, including your 
regular employees or availability of 
subcontractors or temporary employees

• customer orders (cancelled or not filled)

• interruption in getting supplies or 
materials (especially if imported by air or 
land, including goods that go through 
international borders and customs), 

• change in demands (for example: increased 
internet use, decreased tourism/travel)

• reduction or restrictions on public 
meetings or gatherings (including sports, 
clubs, theatre, community centres, 
restaurants, religious gatherings, etc)

• restrictions on travel (regional, national 
or international)

• reduced availability of health care or home 
care services

• in more extreme situations, possible disruptions in other
services such as telecommunications, financial/banking,
water, power (hydro), gasoline/fuels, medicine, or the 
food supply

What is included in a plan?

How detailed your plan should be will depend on the type of 
business, how complex your organization is, and its size. 

Essentially, you need to take a look at what is critical to your
business. Determine how emergencies or events will impact your
business. Remember to look at all aspects – for example, person-
nel, systems, site, supplies, transportation, utilities, etc. 
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Common areas to examine include:
Area Action

Personnel Identify and train “back ups” for essential (or all) 
functions. Plan for possible requirements for over
time from staff that are available.

Equipment What is essential? Do you need new equipment? 
Do you need duplicate or “back up” equipment?

Availability of assets Ensure that you have access to equipment, 
facilities, utilities, computers, machinery or 
equipment, tools, vehicles, communication 
equipment on-site or off-site. Includes ability to 
access systems from remote or home locations.

Availability of other Plan for other items. These needs could range  
“back ups” from paper and/or electronic media, equipment 

(including off site facilities or storage), security, 
power generation, etc

Business Research possible contractual or legal implications 
Commitments for level of services or arrangements for non-

performance of business agreements, etc.

“Chain of command” Ensure everyone knows who is next in line for 
management/decision makers should someone 
not be available. The alternates must be trained 
to fulfill their roles in the plan.

Accounting Ensure continued payroll, finances, accounting 
systems

Contact list for Maintain an up-to-date contact list for your staff,
emergencies and your clients

5
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How do you set priorities?

In general, when creating a business continuity plan, you must
look at what is critical and how the loss of this critical element
will affect your business. The “item” that is critical can be any
thing or any one: personnel, systems, site, access to systems or
the site, etc. 

It is essential to completely understand your business:

1. Identify critical processes, operations, and functions. 

2. Identify key internal and external “dependencies”— those
things, people or other businesses you rely on.

3. Identify what else can affect your business.

How detailed or extensive your business plan is will depend on
what priorities you decide upon. There may be some areas
where you must maintain a fully operating back-up system,
while other aspects may not be critical. Elements of a risk assess-
ment process may also be helpful. Link to: 
http://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/hsprograms/risk_assessment.html 

What steps are needed for a business 
continuity plan?

Once you have decided what elements of your business are
critical and what the possible situations may be and the conse-
quence of the loss of this critical element, you can develop plans
to work around these situations. 

Decide on your strategy — determine what your goals are for 
recovery or continuance of the business. What must be done in
the short-term vs. long-term? Decide how you will overcome
obstacles (contractors, facilities, on-site vs. off-site, etc). For
pandemic planning, it is also a good idea to choose flexible
solutions that cover a wide range of events as the true impact
of the pandemic will not be known until it happens. Since the
pandemic will arrive in waves, you may also need to plan for
both smaller and larger absenteeism rates.
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❏ Yes �❏ No 
❏�Not applicable

❏ Yes �❏ No 
❏�Not applicable

❏ Yes �❏ No 
❏�Not applicable

❏ Yes �❏ No 
❏�Not applicable

❏ Yes �❏ No 
❏�Not applicable

1. Develop a clearly defined and documented policy.

Plan for the situation Action
Establish a pandemic management team. It is 
important to know ahead of time who will do what, 
and who will be the leader/commander. 

Appoint an “influenza manager” who can co-ordinate 
prevention efforts, keep track of staff and who is 
available to come to work, and he/she may be the 
person who is trained to determine the health status 
of employees (This person can assess if staff are showing 
signs of coming down with the flu and when the 
employee should be sent home)

Prepare for, and have training, in crisis communications
and/or media relations

Establish what your needs will be including contracts, 
level of service agreements, etc

Cross train employees to help ensure essential 
functions can continue.

More information about emergency planning in general is 
available in OSH Answers. Link to:

http://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/hsprograms/planning.html 

2. Develop a response plan Write down what needs to be 
done and the resources that are required to implement 
the plan. 

3. Implement Circulate the plan, get feedback, and make sure 
that all employees know about the plan (education/
awareness). Conduct any necessary training, especially for 
back up positions and for implementing the plan itself.

4. Test/Maintain/Audit Try “desk top” or practice exercises. 
Allow back-up personnel to run the operations for a period  
of time. Make sure that there is ongoing review and testing 
of the plan, at least annually or more often if some aspect of 
the business changes.

You will also need to decide at what point your pandemic
business plan will be “put into action”.

7
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What else can a workplace do in the event 
of a pandemic flu?

Follow local and national news regarding the pandemic. Your local
public health department or municipality will be able to provide
information about conditions in your area. 

In Canada, information will also be available through the Pandemic
Influenza Portal from the Public Health Agency of Canada at
http://www.influenza.gc.ca/ or by calling 1-800-454-8302. 

Workplaces can help minimize the impact by implementing staffing
measures as listed on page 8, and by encouraging good hand
washing, and hygiene practices. 

How can CCOHS help?
The Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety
(CCOHS) has a number of user-friendly products and services 
to help you in the event of a pandemic flu.

Pandemic Planning Web Portal 

www.ccohs.ca/pandemic/

Browse this portal for helpful documents and tools. Use the Links
section to find more information on various aspects of this situation.

e-Courses

Pandemic Awareness

This free e-Course will help you learn how to stay healthy and help
stop an influenza pandemic from spreading. This course complements
the Pandemic Planning course.

Pandemic Planning
This one-hour course outlines steps that workplaces can take to plan
for employee absences and business continuity in the event of a 
pandemic. Taking this course will help organizations understand the
issues that need to be considered in the event of a pandemic, and the
importance of being prepared.
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Emergency Response Planning Guide 
Designed and written as a practical workplace training and reference
tool, this 155-page guide is filled with clear-language text including
safety tips, charts, diagrams, checklists and illustrations. It will help you
conduct a risk assessment, evaluate potential losses, and develop
business continuity and business recovery plans. 

Webinars 
Planning for the Pandemic
Discover useful tools and information to help minimize the impact of
a pandemic at your workplace. View this one-hour recorded webinar
to find out more. 

Legislation and OSH Research Services

Free trials are available for both these services:

Legislation at your fingertips – Find full-text references to Emergency
Procedures and  Pandemic Planning — available through CCOHS'
Canadian enviroOSH Legislation Service. Regular updates can help
ensure your organization's compliance. 

Research, Articles and Reports – Access the latest global research
within CCOHS' OSH References online service. Choose "Pandemic
Planning" from the list of Popular Search suggestions. 

OSH Answers 
Search our easy-to-read answers in fact-sheet format on the web. 
Pandemic topics include:

Hand Washing: Reducing the Risk of Common Infections
http://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/diseases/washing_hands.html

Good Hygiene Practices – Reducing the Spread of Infections 
and Viruses

http://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/diseases/good_hygiene.html

Pandemic Influenza (Flu)
http://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/diseases/pandemic_flu.html

Need Answers to your Questions?

Contact CCOHS’ Inquiries Service at 1-800-668-4284 for confidential
help regarding pandemic planning. This free bilingual service is avail-
able each business day, 8:30 am – 5:00 pm or via email at 
clientservices@ccohs.ca

13

Busines Continuity Plan_PS:Layout 1  14/09/09  1:07 PM  Page 13



Download this poster for free at www.ccohs.ca/pandemic/tools.html

Phone: 1-800-668-4284
E-mail: clientservices@ccohs.ca
visit: www.ccohs.ca

135 Hunter Street East
Hamilton ON
L8N 1M5

Other posters are available at 
www.ccohs.ca/products/posters/
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