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March 25, 2020 
 
 
MEMORANDUM TO: Mario DiTommaso, Deputy Minister, Ministry of the Solicitor General 
 
FROM:   Dr. Barbara Yaffe 
    Associate Chief Medical Officer of Health 
    Ministry of Health 
 
SUBJECT: Use of Masks for COVID-19 

 
Further to our recent discussions on this issue, I would like to provide recommendations regarding the 
use of masks for front line fire and police service staff. 
 
We have been working closely with Public Health Ontario (PHO), who has been monitoring the 
scientific evidence since the emergence of the COVID-19 outbreak and has extensive expertise in this 
area. Their advice and evidence on this matter is clear: COVID-19 is a droplet/contact spread virus. I 
have also attached a specific evidence brief that PHO has prepared for the first responder community. 
 
Based on the evidence, the ministry has issued a legally-binding directive from the Chief Medical 
Officer of Health to all health care settings. This directive specifies that surgical masks are to be worn 
by health workers for most patient care circumstances. The exception is for aerosol generating medical 
procedures (AGMPs) – a defined group of medical procedures (e.g. tracheal intubation, non-invasive 
ventilation, bronchoscopy) performed on patients where N95 respirators are appropriate. 
 
As per routine practices in healthcare, there are a number of controls that I would recommend be put 
in place across all fire and police services before resorting to personal protective equipment: 
 
- providing services virtually where possible or curtailing non-essential services; 
- engineering controls (like plexiglass windows and barriers); 
- administrative controls (passive AND active screening); and 
- social distancing of 2 meters and hand hygiene should be practiced at all times. 
 
Only once these controls have been put in place would personal protective equipment be used, if 
necessary. 
  
Consistent with the controls above, the screening currently in place at our Central Ambulance 
Communications Centres to alert fire and police responders to a potential patient with symptoms of 
COVID-19 or another infectious disease would greatly control the risk of exposure. For the foreseeable 
future during this COVID-19 outbreak, paramedic services will manage any close contact with these 
potential patients. 
 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/updated-ipac-measures-covid-19.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/updated-ipac-measures-covid-19.pdf?la=en


 

 

With the above controls in place, and based on a point of care risk assessment, it will be more 
appropriate for fire and police personnel to wear a surgical mask in those specific circumstances where 
they may experience exposure (close contact within 2 meters) to members of the public who are 
symptomatic. However, I would recommend that these personnel should not wear N95 masks. N95 
mask use is more appropriate for a healthcare context involving AGMPs. I understand that paramedic 
services are also curtailing AGMPs as non-essential during the COVID-19 outbreak, consistent with 
the hierarchy of controls above. 
 
The ministry would be happy to discuss this with you further and bring expert colleagues to discuss 
the evidence if needed. While this memo was intended to address masks specifically, the evidence 
brief from PHO does discuss other personal protective equipment recommendations for your 
consideration. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Original signed by 
 
 
Dr. Barbara Yaffe, MD, MHSc, FRCPC 
Associate Chief Medical Officer of Health 


