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Pandemic: Paramedics on the Front Line 

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE); 
WHAT and WHY? 

 

Types of PPE?  
 
Surgical Mask 
These are designed to protect the paramedics from the patient and the 
patient from us. Masks may also to be given to the patient to prevent them 
from spreading the virus. They are felt to be adequate respiratory 
protection for droplet spread diseases like COVID-19, except if aerosols 
are generated during treatments or procedures such as with oxygen and/or 
nebulized medication administration. 

 
A noticeable difference today is between reusable (cloth style) and non-reusable 
medical types.   

 
N95 Respirators 
These respirators (N95) are individually fitted to assure proper face seal, 
and provide airborne protection, stopping particles as small as ~0.3 
microns. Although COVID 19 is droplet spread (~10 microns), aerosol 
generating procedures such as Bag Valve Mask (BVM), CPAP, 
aerosolizing treatments, and Intubation can create smaller droplet nuclei, 
which are suspended in the air for a period of time. This puts us at greater 
risk of inhaling and contracting the virus. 
 
Air Purifying Respirators (APRs)  
In some situations, depending on the level of risk and exposure a paramedic might be in, 
a specially designed and fitted, reusable mask might be necessary dependent on the 
protection level needed. While there are many types of respiratory protection, CDC 
recommends NIOSH-approved masks with a protection factor of N95 or higher for certain 
healthcare workers who may be exposed to COVID-19. Examples might include: 
 

 Half Mask 

 An elastomeric, reusable mask that covers nose and mouth. The mask includes 
an inlet receptacle(s) for particulate filters and a one-way exhalation valve. The filters 
are disposable. The reusable mask can be disinfected. 
 
 

 
 Powered Air-Purifying Respirator (PAPR), Belt-Mounted 

 A belt-mounted, battery-powered motor/blower that provides filtered air to a full 
face piece or hood. The filters are disposable. The reusable mask/PAPR assembly 
can be disinfected. 

 
 
 

https://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&url=https://www.discountsafetygear.com/half-mask-respirator-elastomeric-north.html&psig=AOvVaw0J5rufi1YxSpQz8JyngOL0&ust=1588787521537000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCJDflYimnekCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAb
https://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&url=https://www.power-eng.com/2020/04/15/cummins-turning-diesel-filter-line-into-making-respirators-for-covid-19-health-care-responders/&psig=AOvVaw1I3wDEFCmODub-BM-AiRy3&ust=1588787808984000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCPjxmpCnnekCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAa


 
Isolation Gowns 
Long-sleeved isolation gowns are worn to protect our arms and clothing 
during procedures and patient care activities when anticipating contact 
with bodily fluid, excretions and secretions. They may also be used to help 
prevent the gown wearer from transferring microorganisms that could harm 
vulnerable patients, such as those with weakened immune system. 
 
The most common types you might see are either disposable (one-time 
use) gowns that vary in the level of protection categorized for the degree 
of protection of droplets under pressure or non-disposable that can be 

cleaned or disinfected for multiple uses. Both provide the appropriate level of protection 
needed when dealing with droplet and contact precautions such as COVID-19.  
 
 
Coveralls 
No clinical studies have been done to compare the efficacy of gowns vs. coveralls. Both 
have been used effectively by healthcare workers in clinical settings during patient care. 
Thus, other factors need to be considered when comparing gowns and coveralls during 
the selection process. While the material and seam barrier properties are essential for 
defining protection, the coverage provided by the material used in the garment design, as 
well as certain features including closures, will greatly affect protection. For example, a 
coverall with a front zipper closure could result in the compromise of barrier protection if 
the ordinary cloth and plastic zipper used in its construction is not covered with a flap of 
barrier material that can be sealed to the garment. Similarly, most of the surgical gowns 
rated for high levels of barrier protection may include the high-performance barrier 
materials in only certain portions of the gown (sleeves and front panel). This is especially 
important when contact from hazardous/contaminated fluids can come from multiple 
directions. 
 
In general, there is a significant difference between the design of traditional coveralls and 
isolation/surgical gowns. Although coveralls typically provide 360-degree protection 
because they are designed to cover the whole body, including back and lower legs and 
sometimes head and feet as well, the design of surgical/isolation gowns do not provide 
continuous whole-body protection (e.g., possible openings in the back, coverage to the 
mid-calf only) (see Figure) 
 

 
 
 



Gowns, on the other hand, are relatively easier to put on and, in particular, to take off. 
They are generally more familiar to healthcare workers and hence more likely to be used 
and removed correctly. These factors also facilitate training in their correct use. During 
patient care, the risk of the anticipated exposure is typically in the area of front chest and 
sleeves, thus gowns are used frequently in health care. The level of heat stress generated 
due to the added layer of clothing is also expected to be less for gowns than coveralls 
due to several reasons, which include the openings in the design of gowns and total area 
covered by the fabric. For gowns, it is important to have sufficient overlap of the fabric so 
that it wraps around the body to cover the back (ensuring that if the wearer squats or sits 
down, the gown still protects the back area of the body). 
 
 
Goggles and Face Shields 
Goggles and face shields protect the eyes 
and face from droplets and contact with 
contaminated material. Without these, 
droplets can gain access to the mucous 
membranes such as the eyes, mouth and 
nose. The face shield is a clear piece of 
plastic completely covering the face and 
goggles fit securely around the eyes 
providing protection.  
 
While goggles are more tightly fitting and 
are the most reliable eye protection from 
splashes, sprays and respiratory droplets, 
face shields protect a larger portion of the 
face and provide a barrier to acutely-
expelled aerosols of the body.  
 
Gloves 
Protective gloves are just as important as any other piece of PPE and provide as much 
effectiveness in protecting the patient from the provider and provider from the patient. 
While washing your hands is still the best way to protect yourself and hands, using gloves 
offers a layer of protection that can be easily changed when soiled if necessary.  

 
 
Infrared Thermometers  
Infrared thermometers may be something 
you’re seeing more of now through 
screening processes for COVID-19. This 
is a quick and non-invasive way to 
measure body temperature by simply 
holding the thermometer 3 to 15cm away 
from the patient’s forehead. The infrared 
thermometer measures temperature 
through thermal radiation. 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.google.ca/url?sa=i&url=https://www.gvsu.edu/radsafety/shielding-and-ppe-8.htm&psig=AOvVaw1bvwOpTRXQPMsDHe2vXOcd&ust=1588792309520000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCNCT1_W3nekCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE


 
PPE Sources 
 
 
Canada 

 https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/drugs-health-products/covid19-
industry/medical-devices/personal-protective-equipment.html  

 
British Columbia 

 http://www.bccdc.ca/health-professionals/clinical-resources/covid-19-care/infection-
control/personal-protective-equipment    

 https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/health/about-bc-s-health-care-system/office-of-the-
provincial-health-officer/covid-19/ppe_allocation_framework_march_25_2020.pdf  

Alberta 
 https://www.alberta.ca/assets/documents/covid-19-healthcare-ppc-guidance.pdf  
 https://www.albertahealthservices.ca/assets/info/ppih/if-ppih-covid-19-ppe-faq.pdf  

Saskatchewan 
 https://www.saskatchewan.ca/government/health-care-administration-and-provider-

resources/treatment-procedures-and-guidelines/emerging-public-health-issues/2019-
novel-coronavirus/information-for-health-care-providers/ppe-infection-prevention-and-
control  

Manitoba 
 https://sharedhealthmb.ca/covid19/providers/ppe-resources/  

Ontario 
 https://www.oha.com/Bulletins/Personal%20Protective%20Equipment%20use-COVID-

19_Released_March_30_2020.pdf  
 https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/updated-ipac-measures-

covid-19.pdf?la=en  
Quebec 

 https://www.quebec.ca/en/health/health-issues/a-z/2019-coronavirus/wearing-a-face-
covering-in-public-settings-in-the-context-of-the-covid-19-pandemic/  

New Brunswick 
 https://www2.gnb.ca/content/gnb/en/departments/ocmoh/cdc/content/respiratory_diseas

es/coronavirus/resources.html  
Newfoundland and Labrador 

 https://www.gov.nl.ca/covid-19/files/EMR-and-Paramedicine-Provider-Information-April-
17-2020.pdf  

Nova Scotia 
 https://novascotia.ca/coronavirus/staying-healthy/  

Prince Edward Island 
 https://www.princeedwardisland.ca/sites/default/files/publications/20200311_guideline_c

ovid-19_final.pdf  
Yukon 

 https://yukon.ca/en/health-and-wellness/health-concerns-diseases-and-conditions/find-
information-health-professionals  

Northwest Territories  
 https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/health/about-bc-s-health-care-system/office-of-the-

provincial-health-officer/covid-19/ppe_allocation_framework_march_25_2020.pdf  
Nunavut 

 https://www.gov.nu.ca/sites/default/files/files/9_%20Personal%20Protective%20Equipme
nt%20-%20march%205%20-low%20res.pdf  

 
Global (WHO) 

 https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-Coronavirus-2019/advice-for-
public/when-and-how-to-use-masks  
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