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INTRODUCTION & FORWARD - Steven Fischer

Now that you are tired of hearing about “pandemic policy,” here we are with an after-the-fact road map 
for just that.  The great minds of the Pennsylvania Housing Authorities, having voluntarily subjected 
themselves to weekly telephone calls and zooms, decided to memorialize the brain trust in the form of a 
policy – for future reference if needed and, unfortunately, for continuing use as we remain in the grasp of 
a contagious virus.

This so-called form of policy, having grown out of the situation we have found ourselves in called COVID-
19, was drafted to be applicable to any dire, long-term unusual circumstance where public health is 
threatened.  This so-called form of policy should not be mistaken for the more usual short-term 
emergency policies developed over the years in or industry and usually referred to as “disaster policies.”

We drew on what struck us as best practices as we compared responses by the different Housing 
Authorities to the similar threat.  If you can bear to read more on pandemic policy, we hope you will have 
at it.

HISTORY OF EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR CALLS

In March of 2020 Dan Farrell of Allentown Housing Authority, and Brian Littlehale of Vitruvian Leadership, 
decided to initiate a virtual forum where Pennsylvania Housing Authority Housing Executives could come 
together and share their thoughts, insights and question.   The meetings occur on a weekly basis for one 
hour. 

We quickly realized that typical Emergency Response plans focus more on the physical plant as most 
events are a couple of days.  COVID-19 is a long term pandemic and has had far reaching implications to us 
all. This documentation is a repository and record of the various topics discussed and is by no means a full 
representation of what we have discussed.  

Through the consensus of of many on the call, we wanted to "memorialize” what was discussed in a 
working and evolving document in an effort to help other Housing Authorities to develop their pandemic 
responses and policies. We recognize “one size does not fit all,” but we hope this contributes to applying a 
strategy that considers most options.

Based on the calls, breakout sessions and many hours of work we hope this will provide context, resource 
material, and overall support to those that are revisiting their structural and relational response to staff, 
residences, and community.  

“Imagination is more important than knowledge. 
For knowledge is limited to all we now know and 
understand, while imagination embraces the 
entire world, and all there ever will be to know 
and understand.”   - Albert Einstein



OFFICE LOGISTICS & OPERATIONAL POLICIES

Why:  Effective and consistent management; establish and set expectations; staff receives the needed 
guidance and leadership. 

Planning:

• Staffing  and  Office Logistics - Coordination of office management including staff, program 
participants, public, facilities and suppliers. 

• Operations Policies - The rules that will help govern the Office Logistics
• Resource allocation such as IT Hardware if working from home
• Remote Administration - How do you get signatures?  Access emails and manage communication.

Consider:

• When to implement, how often are the plans and policies reviewed. 
• Who is part of the review process? 
• What do you explain to the Board? 

• Draft an Action Plan (Board should be advised or included in process at some point.
• Are there Union requirements or considerations?
• Closing and opening hours to public. 
• Do you have teams? 
• Do you pay for phones and internet at home if working remotely?

Preparation:

• Investment into IT 
• Access to information (VPN)

• Remote access & Policy
• IT System Security is critical
• What PPE should be purchased (hand sanitization Stations)

Consider:

• What shall the sanitation schedule be for the offices, shops, common areas. Etc. 
• Is there a cloud IT solution to consider
• Zoom video & Telephonic meetings/interviews

• Do you meet the residents where they live? 
• What are the physical distancing considerations?

Response:  

• Crisis Intervention steps if COVID is present

Consider:

• Perform on emergency related or activities; limit contact with public and residents: How can you 
address air circulation to reduce potential spread?

• Work Hours/Split Shift
• Staff Travel
• Leave time/Paid Time Off

• Office Capacity/Room Limits
• Temperature check & health care questions
• Document Management

Various Topics Discussed During Executive Director Calls 



COMMUNICATIONS

• Consider audience /Tailor message
• Mass Communication
• Type of social media

• Survey
• Cable partnership
• Use of appropriate technology

Various Topics Discussed During Executive Director Calls 

Why:  Businesses communicate with their client/customer bases so that it is known they exist and for what 
purpose.  At the same time, communication must constantly occur between the decision makers or 
ownership, management and the workforce.  Dial that up about 100 percent in times of crisis.  When the crisis 
is to public health and every person is a potential victim, dial it up 1,000 percent.

In crisis, even the more passive communicators feel the need to put themselves “in touch” because not doing 
so will escalate the confusion of the irregular time.  This can be anywhere from doubling up on the normal 
frequency of important broadcasted communication to it being done on a daily basis; a key guiding principle 
being to get out in front, especially if you are the stewards of public funds.  If you do not let the public know 
how the services they support are being handled, they will eventually ask.  Save them the trouble and frame 
the message yourself. 

As we have outlined in this document, communication can be orchestrated in various forms.  We offer a 
sampling of what has been reported to be effective.     

Planning:

• Group Planning session – Develop a communication plan and protocol 
• Discuss the “what If”
• Start with social distancing and educating staff/residence 

• Audience - Tailor message for effectiveness
• Review and gather information - NAHRO, PARHA and other Housing Authorities

Consider:

• Review staff technological skills (Create staff survey)
• Various programs like Adobe Premier or Adobe Signature for video production and online 

signatures.
• Social media abilities

• Outside sourcing

Preparation:

• Various ways to communicate to staff/board/residence/community
• Housing Authority Web Page
• Group emails or texts (Callmax)
• Flyers & delivery method throughout community
• Video software

• Social Media
• Youtube Channel
• FB/Twitter/LinkedIn/Instagram
• On-line meetings/Zoom

• Resident Survey to determine needs



COMMUNICATIONS (cont.)

Consider:

• Distribution of printed material
• Robo call and texting technology and costs
• Kiosks/Community TV strategically placed

Response:  

• Apply strategy
• Use “best athlete principle” based on staffing tech skill

• Create a Communication Team
• Team meetings performed with quality control in mind
• What works and what doesn’t

Consider:

• Use Google Analytics to determine views and effectiveness of social media
• Cost and rate of return (efficiency and effectiveness)



Why:  Residents and the community have an expectation for the performance of the housing authority based 
on past practices and activities.  It is important to keep residents and the community informed about actions 
or changes in procedures necessary to meet current event or crisis.

During this crisis, more people have needed help than initially realized. Many elderly residents may not have 
family members to check on them. Also there was a need to maintain contact and communication with seniors 
especially for their physical and mental health. At family sites, meals for children were important along with 
maintaining a sense of "normalcy". 

Planning:

• Meal Planning
• Contacting Local Government Social Service Agencies/Churches 
• Contact 3rd party agencies, churches, or own agency
• Assess facilities and capacity to cook meals and deliver 
• Establish communications plan for informing residents and community.
• Establish necessary social media accounts.
• Identify local media contacts for information distribution.
• Identify who will create news releases and social media content.
• Identify programs and services available to resident population and community and the contacts for 

each service.
• Identify Emergency Management (EMA) contact(s) for community.
• Does agency provide newsletter or regular communication to all residents.
• Strategy to engage residents.

Consider:

• Transportation for groceries for elderly/differently abled 
• Some local governments were more active than others 
• Some agencies have commercial kitchen facilities and could prepare meals but are not sure if the 

equipment is usable. 
• Operating? Local Earned? Operating, Local Earned - could not use CARES Act Funding - can only be 

used to cover the cost for the delivery of food, not the actual food.
• What is agency history in dealing with local media.
• What agencies are currently providing services to resident population and do they have the capacity to 

expand services if necessary.
• What does EMA have in its plan for your agency.
• Language needs of residents and staff.
• Does agency have the capacity to create news releases or social media and materials or is third party 

required.

COMMUNITY OUTREACH

• Food Bank Delivery
• Meal Delivery
• Concerts In The Hall

• Social Services
• Elderly & Children

Various Topics Discussed During Executive Director Calls 



COMMUNITY OUTREACH (cont.)

Preparation:

• Purchase non-perishables 
• Collaborate with Local Government 
• Develop outbreak plan for food distribution 
• Maintain accurate contact listings for media outreach
• Maintain accurate contact listing for residents and community partners
• Identify EMA contacts and site walks for familiarity
• Outreach to residents on engagement activity needs, performances, videos, etc.
• Identify how community need impacts services for residents, will services be diminished by increased 

needs at other locations?

Consider:

• Storage capabilities for food and PPE 
• Scatter staff to work at sites v. central office to monitor the needs in the community 
• Restrictions in outbreak community, other residents and surrounding community 
• Agency and partner turn over and impact on lists
• How are community agencies impacted by emergencies for service delivery?

Response:  

• Recognize that responding to a shutdown and an outbreak are two different things and requires a two 
different approaches. 

• Monitor feedback to outreach activities.
• Are residents asking questions to indicate message is not clear?

Consider:

• Food distribution 
• Smokers 
• Alternate locations for quarantining 
• Is the message clear and creating anticipated response.

“Love recognizes no barriers. It jumps hurdles, 
leaps fences, penetrates walls to arrive at its 
destination full of hope.”   - Maya Angalou



EQUIPMENT (Non Technology)

Why:  Equipment and material are an important part of the agency response to any emergency.  Knowledge of 
the equipment, how it is used, areas that are served, are important to know in planning your agency response.

Planning:

• Identify vehicles and how they are utilized.  Are they necessary for critical services, do they require 
specific skill to operate?  Can vehicles be occupied by more than one individual?

• Identify office equipment used in daily or critical operations.
• Identify building systems and areas served.  Is building or office area served by one or multiple heating 

or cooling systems.  Focus on heating and ventilation.
• Identify what areas of building are served by emergency power.  If power is interrupted for extended 

period of time what services or lost or limited.
• Identify Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) necessary to maintain operations and for what staff 

needs are for PPE depending on work assignment(s).

Consider:

• Are lists available within existing systems or do they have to be manually created?
• How to share information and with whom?
• Preventative maintenance schedule?
• Life cycle of PPE.
• Provide PPE to staff and/or community.

Preparation:

• Update list(s) and equipment is replaced.
• Monitor material inventory levels and replace items as necessary.
• Maintain visual inspection of critical equipment.
• Provide proper training for maintaining equipment and use of PPE.
• Identify service providers for critical equipment maintenance or repair.
• Prepare necessary Standard Operating Procedures (SOP).

Consider:

• Staff turnover and impact on training.

Response:  

• Monitor use of materials and need for repairs.
• Order and replenish materials as necessary.
• Identify change in planning required by actual situation.

Consider:

• Is supply chain sufficient to meet ongoing needs?
• Are staff following established SOP and is modification necessary?

• Vehicles/Maintenance Staff
• Office Equipment
• PPE Stock & Inventory

• Staff PPE & Resident PPE
• HVAC Systems/Filtration Systems

Various Topics Discussed During Executive Director Calls 



RECOGNITION

Why:  Acknowledgement of work performed above and beyond by a staffer. An act of kindness that reflects 
care and thoughtfulness to a staffer that may boost someone at the moment. This kind of selfless behavior 
builds and fosters strong relationships with other parties (e.g., residents, fellow staff, contractors, vendors, 
external providers)

Planning:

• Bonus plan
• Policy on Hazard Pay
• Drafted thank you letters to contractors, vendors, and providers
• Make part of leadership development plan

Consider:

• Collective bargaining agreement consideration (get consent)
• Criteria should be seen as an objective application and not favoritism
• When and how frequent are the bonuses or hazard pay given?
• Positive reinforcement may create leaders that you didn’t know existed (Think hard and don’t leave 

anyone out.)
• Employee Of The Month Program

Preparation:

• Are there options, e.g., provide additional leave time
• Post and announce the recognition
• Make the Board aware of the good work

Consider:

• How do you inform the board? (meeting or in a memo)
• Do you post in social media, website, internal post, or memo
• Photo with the Board or CEO… Do you post
• Celebrate birthdays together
• Conferences and training as reward

Response:  

• Don’t delay in recognition
• Don’t dampen a staffer’s spirits

Consider:

• Delay could stoke resentment
• The same partners may be needed in the future. You don’t want to injure relationship by not 

recognizing them in the present.

• Above and Beyond
• Build Future leaders
• Environment built on excellence

• Accountability and self–actualization
• Hazard pay

• Maintenance
• Inspectors

Various Topics Discussed During Executive Director Calls 

• Police(If applicable)
• Couriers



TECHNOLOGY

Planning:

• Assess and determine the technology needs of your agency
• Determine if office locations or employee locations impact access to technology.
• Identify how technology is deployed, in house or third party IT, cloud or server based systems.
• Identify software necessary for staff and public engagement 

• Laptops
• Network
• Zoom, Microsoft Teams, GoTo Meeting
• Docusign & Fillable forms

• Identify social media platforms to maintain contact with residents and community.

Consider:

• Consistency of technology in service area.
• Information security.
• Sunshine Act requirements for public reporting burden.
• Maintain required public participation.
• Social media policy.

Why:  Technology impacts business operations in critical ways. As we become more dependent on it, 
interruptions or changes forced by emergencies can impact our access to it.

One of the luxuries we enjoy in times of crisis, is technological advancement.  In theory, each time we are hit 
with an irregular challenge, we are better equipped to deal with it because of the technical tools at our 
disposal, most of which we think of as commonplace.

When COVID-19 began to spread among the population, we responded by separating ourselves physically as 
much as possible.  That included ceasing to gather at workplaces while somehow continuing to get our work 
done.  By and large, we did that seamlessly with the use of laptop computers and networking.  And that is just 
one example.

Since pretty much none of us were around 100 years ago when a perilous health crisis arose, we probably 
cannot fathom how it could have been dealt with minus the technology we take for granted today. 

• Laptop vs. Desktop
• Lobby Kiosks
• Cell phones / Robo emails & calls

• Network Access
• Resident Connectivity

• Education/Onboarding

Various Topics Discussed During Executive Director Calls 

Preparation:

• Develop technology deployment plan.
• Identify technology necessary to complete plan.
• Identify “best practice” for hardware deployment.

Consider:

• Staff comfort with technology.
• Resident comfort with technology.
• Converting paper to electronic or electronic to paper.

• cell phones & faxing
• kiosks
• citrix



TECHNOLOGY (cont.)

Response:

• Immediate deployment of technological tools at the organization’s disposal to adapt to the current 
crisis.

Consider:

• At the conclusion of the current crisis, decide what adaptations made could be useful to continue as 
“normal business procedure.” 

“You never change things by fighting the existing reality. 
To change something, build a new model that makes the 
existing model obsolete.” - Buckminster Fuller



RESIDENT SUPPORT

Why:  In order to maintain stability in supporting residents, it is necessary to move quickly and “get in front of 
the issue.” Residents may be confused and in need of answers and if the Housing Authority’s can position 
themselves to be the provider of information, it has better chance of influencing positive communication.  
Furthermore, resident support is necessary to help maintain well-being and obtain items necessary to care for 
themselves and their families.  Become the voices of calm where community wants and needs to tap into your 
experience.

Planning:

• Identify area of residential support services that are available in the area
• Food 
• Medical, mental & physical health
• Child care

• Address potential issues revolving around evictions 
• Begin thinking about opportunities for residents to earn some income

Consider:

• Research food rescue, farm to table programs, and local restaurants for food and distribution sources
• Identify established farms, foundations, non-profit like 412

• Identify and catalog services that revolve around childcare, medical, mental and physical wellness
• Consider a  residential stipend for distribution using COVID/program funds
• Research organizations that have Volunteer Hour Requirements like Boy/Girl Scouts for food 

distribution
• Generate an “Area of Services Catalog”

Preparation:

• Create a “Coordination of Services” policy and protocol document 
• Based on Area of Service Catalog, begin reaching out via email, letter and phone calls
• Coordinate with service agencies in anticipation of an outbreak - make arrangements for continued 

and coordinated care
• Determine if there is any moratorium on evictions

• COVID – eviction moratorium has been extended to 12/31/2020
• Challenge is that many more families will face homelessness and will be seeking additional 

services

Consider:

• Storage capabilities for food and PPE 

• Food Bank/Nourishment/Food Delivery
• Medical Necessities
• Childcare
• Physical Wellness

• Substance Abuse
• Emotional Wellness
• Resident Enrichment
• Communication/Collaboration/Caring

Various Topics Discussed During Executive Director Calls 



RESIDENT SUPPORT (cont.)

Response:  

• Recognize that responding to a shutdown and an outbreak are two different things and requires a two 
different approaches. 

Consider:

• Food distribution 
• Smokers 
• Alternate locations for quarantining 

Years ago, anthropologist Margaret Mead was asked by a student what 
she considered to be the first sign of civilization in a culture. The student 
expected Mead to talk about fishhooks or clay pots or grinding stones.

But no... Mead said the first sign of civilization in ancient culture was a 
femur (thighbone) that had been broken and then healed. Mead 
explained that in the animal kingdom, if you break your leg, you die.  
You cannot run from danger, get to the river for a drink or hunt for food. 
You are meat for prowling beasts. No animal survives a broken leg long 
enough for the bone to heal.

A broken femur that has healed is evidence that someone has taken 
time to stay with the one who fell, has bound up the wound, has carried 
the person to safety and has tended the person through recovery.  
Helping someone else through difficulty is where civilization starts, 
Mead said.”

We are at our best when we serve others. Be civilized.

[Ira Byock, in his book The Best Care Possible: A Physician’s Quest to 
Transform Care Through the End of Life (Avery,2012)]



MAINTENANCE & INSPECTION

• Workorder Priority
• Maintenance & Resident Contact Safety

• Occupied & Unoccupied
• Resident Spaces & Common Area

Various Topics DiscussedDuring Executive Director Calls 

Why: Public Housing Authorities have an obligation to maintain and inspect properties.  Both are an 
important part of preserving available housing and keeping the resident population safe.  The 
requirement to inspect apartments extends to the Housing Choice Voucher program as the PHA is 
responsible for the assurance that properties meet minimum standards.   Further, maintenance and 
inspections are critical to maintain our relationship with the community that our properties are safe 
and free of hazards.

Planning: 

• Identify inspections required for properties to remain in compliance with federal (HUD) and local 
requirements.

Annual Inspections – REAC or HQS depending on property and location.
REAC – HUD inspections based on previous scores.
Code – Inspections required by local ordinances.
Monitoring Agencies – PHFA or other third party entities.

• Identify critical tasks that must be completed to maintain minimal property standards.
• Identify how emergency work orders will be addressed.
• How will an emergency impact resident’s ability to request work orders?
• Will existing Collective Bargaining Agreements dictate or impact how you can respond?
• How will emergency impact preventative maintenance activities?

Consider:

• Property mix, family v. elderly and how property impacts schedule and response.
• Safety concerns, will procedures need to be modified for PPE?
• Definition of “Hazardous” and does it impact work or pay?
• How to communicate changes in procedures to impacted residents?
• How to incorporate PPE into workplace dress codes?

Preparation:

• Monitor direction provided by monitoring and oversight entities, HUD, municipalities, etc.
• Identify critical tasks and establish schedule for completion.

Consider:

• Staff turnover and impact on training.
• Resident turnover and impact on compliance with inspection and maintenance needs.



MAINTENANCE & INSPECTION (cont.)

Respond:

• Monitor compliance with schedules.
• Does reality require additional changes in approach?

Consider:
• Staff compliance with revised procedures?
• Are staff following established SOP and is modification necessary?



- Support Documentation -

CHA COVID Video - https://youtu.be/GlJ7LrGd4u0

FEMA - Pandemic Influenza Template -
https://www.fema.gov/media-
library/assets/documents/93250?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery

Working to create a central repository for reference.
Two areas to reference areas will be established:

1. Government links
2. Pennsylvania housing Authority Documents

• e.g. Telecomute Work Policy

https://youtu.be/GlJ7LrGd4u0
https://www.fema.gov/media-library/assets/documents/93250?utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery

