
 

Masks, RATs and clean air: How people with
disability can protect themselves from
COVID
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People with disability bear a disproportionate burden of COVID 
infections, serious disease and death. Every time a support worker enters
their home, people with disability risk COVID exposure.
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https://sciencex.com/help/ai-disclaimer/
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2021.02.08.21250525v1
https://www.bmj.com/content/374/bmj.n1592
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(21)00206-1/fulltext


 

But while Australian states have evidence-based measures to reduce the
spread of COVID in schools and hospitals—such as improving 
ventilation, mandating masks, and using rapid antigen tests to detect
cases—few strategies exist to reduce transmission to people with
disability in their homes.

Last Thursday, Australia's disability royal commission released a
"statement of ongoing concern" about how Omicron is impacting the
health, safety and well-being of people with disability.

The Disability Royal Commission has made a strong statement of
ongoing concern that people with disabilities "are still not being
appropriately prioritized during this phase of the
pandemic"https://t.co/tn1rVcOR0p pic.twitter.com/zY4vgiimYu

— casey briggs (@CaseyBriggs) February 16, 2022

So what do governments need to do to protect people with disability
from COVID? And what can people with disability do to mitigate their
risk in the meantime?

Free RATs and regular testing for disability workers

When community prevalence of COVID is high, rapid antigen tests
(RATs) are an important tool to identify cases of COVID and prevent
transmission.

But RATs are not freely available to all Australians with disability. And
there is no clear advice about how RATs should be used by people with
disability or support workers who enter their home.

While National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) participants can
claim the cost of RATs in their NDIS plans, they're not currently
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https://www2.education.vic.gov.au/pal/ventilation-air-purification/policy
https://www.nsw.gov.au/COVID-19/stay-safe/rules/face-mask-rules
https://disability.royalcommission.gov.au/news-and-media/media-releases/disability-royal-commission-raises-serious-concerns-about-responses-omicron
https://t.co/tn1rVcOR0p
https://t.co/zY4vgiimYu
https://twitter.com/CaseyBriggs/status/1494072645025157120?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://www.ndis.gov.au/news/7308-ndis-participants-can-use-plan-funds-claim-rapid-antigen-tests
https://www.ndis.gov.au/news/7308-ndis-participants-can-use-plan-funds-claim-rapid-antigen-tests
https://www.health.gov.au/news/ahppc-statement-on-rapid-antigen-testing-for-current-high-community-prevalence-environment


 

recommended for surveillance of workers, except those working in
group homes.

But not all Australians with disability are on the NDIS. Nor are all
people with disability on health care cards and entitled to ten free RATs
every three months.

Given the risks of COVID and the high levels in the community, free
RATs should be provided to all people with disability and support
workers who come into their homes.

This should come with clear guidance on how frequently to test workers
and other people who come into contact with a person with a disability.

In the absence of clear guidelines, support workers should test at least
twice a week. But daily testing might be required where a worker is in
contact with many people and when someone with a disability is at high
risk of serious disease or death if they catch COVID.

However some caution is needed. When there are high levels of
community transmission, one negative RAT in someone with symptoms
may well be a false negative. So someone with symptoms should isolate
irrespective of the RAT result.

Mandate N95 masks for disability workers

Cloth and surgical masks are not enough to prevent the spread of
Omicron.

Respirators, also called N95, P2, FFP2 and KF94 masks, offer
substantially better protection. Respirators cut transmission 2.5 times as
much as surgical masks, even when they haven't been professionally fit-
tested. And there are good online videos and infographics to help people
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https://www.health.gov.au/news/ahppc-statement-on-rapid-antigen-testing-for-current-high-community-prevalence-environment
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/get-free-rapid-antigen-tests-rats-if-you-hold-concession-card
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/worker/
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/2020/07/coronavirus-COVID-19-guidance-for-people-tested-for-COVID-19.pdf
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0258191
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0258191
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9hgZKABt9QM
https://www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/public+content/sa+health+internet/clinical+resources/clinical+programs+and+practice+guidelines/infectious+disease+control/coronavirus+disease+2019+information+for+health+professionals/infection+control+and+personal+protective+equipment+%28ppe%29+advice


 

ensure their respirators have a good fit.

Respirators can also be re-used, rotating daily over five days, as
independent scientific advisory group OzSAGE recommends.

The United States government is providing free respirators to the public,
yet Australian governments only recommend respirators in the disability
sector when someone with disability is COVID-positive or a worker is a
close contact.

Given the obvious benefits, and relatively few downsides of respirators,
it's critical they are mandated for disability workers when supporting
people with disability indoors.

In the absence of guidelines, people with disability should get workers to
wear well-fitted respirators when they are supporting them indoors.

Improving ventilation

Good natural or mechanical ventilation can reduce COVID transmission.

This can involve simple measures such as opening doors and
windows—preferably at the opposite ends of an indoor space to ensure a
cross-breeze—and using ceiling fans or pedestal fans placed near a
window.

Sometimes it's not possible to open doors or windows because it's too hot
or cold, especially given some people with disability, such as those with 
spinal cord injury or multiple sclerosis have greater difficulties
regulating their temperature.

Spaces like toilets, bathrooms, lifts, and stairwells are also hard to
ventilate.
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https://ozsage.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/We-urgently-need-better-masks-respirators-OzSAGE-text-only-31-January-2022.pdf
https://ozsage.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/We-urgently-need-better-masks-respirators-OzSAGE-text-only-31-January-2022.pdf
https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/white-house/white-house-says-it-will-distribute-400-million-free-n95-n1287672?cid=sm_npd_ms_tw_ma
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8189751/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30865188/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23328940.2020.1769007


 

You can check the quality of the air inside using CO2 monitors. The
concentration of CO2 is higher in areas that are poorly ventilated, while
outside it's around 400 ppm. If the level is below 800 ppm, the risk of
infection is relatively low.

In situations where CO2 levels are high, a portable HEPA air purifier
could be used. The HEPA filter helps remove very small particles from
the air, including the SARS-CoV-2 virus that causes COVID. They range
in price from A$200 to A$2,000.

CO2 monitors vary in design and cost, with prices starting from around
A$50.

CO2 monitors and air purifiers should be available to people with
disability requiring support in their own homes for free, potentially
through NDIS plans.

In group settings, such as day programs and disability residential settings,
services should be required to audit CO2 levels and purchase air purifiers
if needed.

In the absence of clear guidance on ventilation, people with disability
should make sure they have as good an airflow as possible and check
their air conditioning and heating are working properly.

If they have the resources, they could purchase a CO2 monitor (or
borrow one from someone) to check ventilation and where CO2 levels
are high, consider an air purifier.

Governments need to step up

Nearly two years into the pandemic, it feels like Australians with
disability are being forgotten.
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https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1420326X211043564
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1420326X211043564
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1420326X211043564
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/928720/S0789_EMG_Role_of_Ventilation_in_Controlling_SARS-CoV-2_Transmission.pdf
https://ozsage.org/media_releases/beware-the-air-you-share-ozsage-advice-on-safe-indoor-air-ventilation-for-australia-september-6th/
https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/which-air-cleaners-work-best-to-remove-aerosols-that-contain-viruses
https://pursuit.unimelb.edu.au/articles/which-air-cleaners-work-best-to-remove-aerosols-that-contain-viruses
https://ozsage.org/media_releases/beware-the-air-you-share-ozsage-advice-on-safe-indoor-air-ventilation-for-australia-september-6th


 

Mandatory respirators, RATs for surveillance and cleaner air are
relatively inexpensive strategies critical to protecting people with
disability in their home. Governments should provide free of cost for all
people with disability who need them, not only NDIS participants.

Governments must be proactive and have guidelines and resources in
place as we face Omicron and in future, as new variants emerge.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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