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March 3, 2023

Peterborough Public Health Urges Local Schools and School Boards to Explore Improvements
to Improve Indoor Air Quality

TO: Local District School Boards and Private Schools
Dear Directors / School Administrators:
Re: Improved Indoor Air Quality in Education Settings

We've learned a great deal about COVID-19 since the pandemic began, most notably, is that COVID-19 is an
airborne virus,! and does not spread as easily as we once thought by touching contaminated surfaces.? The
Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety states that “the virus that causes COVID-19 spreads from
a person that is infected through the air, by respiratory droplets and aerosols.”? Additionally, the Ontario
Science Table noted that “aerosols play a role in the transmission of SARS-CoV-2, especially in poorly
ventilated indoor areas.”*

While provincially legislated ‘lockdowns’, mask mandates, and gathering limits may be behind us, the COVID-
19 pandemic is not over. With all that we have learned, improvements to indoor air quality of the spaces we
occupy are necessary and life-saving to truly control how the SARS-CoV2 virus and other respiratory/airborne
pathogens spread. One important strategy to support this change would be to thoroughly examine your HVAC
systems, and implement the strategies detailed below.

Canada’s Chief Science Advisor recommends that owners and operators of indoor public facilities “scale-up
and monitor effective prevention interventions, such as improving ventilation in schools, workplaces and
public places as part of a first line of prevention of SARS-CoV2 infection and other respiratory/airborne
pathogens.”” These sentiments are echoed by the Ontario Society of Professional Engineers (OSPE) Indoor Air
Quality group who have created many tools and resources to help Ontarians. Recommendations OSPE have
developed, include:

e increasing the minimum number of air exchanges to at least 6 per hour in any indoor occupied space;

e improving ventilation requirements to follow the American Society of Heating, Refrigerating and Air
Conditioning Engineers (ASHRAE) and the Canadian Standards Association;

¢ ensuring that HVAC systems and portable units use at least MERV 13 rated filters, and that portable
filters with HEPA filters are in occupied spaces where air quality is a concern;

¢ having certified technicians install upper room ultraviolet germicidal systems; and

e committing to public transparency about the air quality of a space.®

Additionally, there are demonstrable links between increased ventilation, good IAQ and many positive
outcomes that benefit school communities. Most notably, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) notes
that “studies demonstrate a connection between improvements in IAQ — either from increased outdoor air
ventilation rates or from the removal of pollution sources — and improved performance of children and
adults”.” According to the EPA, “children in classrooms with higher outdoor air ventilation rates tend to
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achieve higher scores on standardized tests in math and reading than children in poorly ventilated
classrooms.”® It should come as no surprise that the EPA also states that “poor IAQ_causes illness and
increases school absenteeism.”®

We know that local school boards have already started to implement and monitor improvements to IAQ and
report on upgrades as they happen, but we can’t stress enough how important sustaining improved IAQ is for
staff and students alike.

Improving IAQ can be as simple as adding affordable and effective “DIY Air Cleaners” in each classroom and
learning spaces. Also known as Corsi Rosenthal Boxes, the National Collaborating Centre for Environmental
Health!® and the Ontario Society of Professional Engineers! recommends installing these air cleaners, when
indoor air quality is a concern, in addition to an overall ventilation strategy. What’s more is that building these
boxes has numerous connections to the Ontario Curriculum, and the Foundations for a Healthy School
approach, with the potential to include parent councils and other community partners in this endeavor.

As the Chair of our Board of Health, | am writing to you today, imploring you to thoroughly examine the HVAC
systems in your schools and offices, and to identify opportunities to implement some of these strategies to
improve indoor air quality and provide increased protection for the staff, students, and volunteers in local
schools.

The staff at PPH and | are ready to support your teams in moving this forward; please don’t hesitate to reach
out if we can be of assistance.

Respectfully,
Original signed by

Councillor Kathryn Wilson
Chair, Board of Health
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