
 
 
 
 
 

 
March 27, 2020 
 
ASSESS AND REFER FOR LOW RISK PATIENTS DURING THE COVID-19 OUTBREAK 
 
Best practices for management of the COVID-19 outbreak are dynamic due to the rapidly evolving 
situation and changing scientific knowledge. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) guidance 
for EMS providers and healthcare personnel are continuously updated. All healthcare personnel should 
review these recommendations regularly. 
 
EMS providers may encounter a known or suspected symptomatic COVID-19 patient. Based on the 
current outbreak, most infected persons experience mild illness and fully recover. Those at high risk for 
severe illness and/or complications are patients who are 60 years of age or older or those patients with 
underlying medical conditions. CDC, state, and local authorities recommend that low risk patients 
potentially infected with COVID-19 experiencing mild disease self-isolate at home unless symptoms 
worsen. 
 
To ensure critical resources remain available, I am instituting a time-limited ASSESS AND REFER 
POLICY for specific patient presentations beginning March 28, 2020 until April 30, 2020, with the 
possibility of extension. This practice shall conform to the procedures outlined in the policy S-415A. 
 
Agencies that will implement these changes must notify County of San Diego EMS at 
MCSDEMSNotification.HHSA@sdcounty.ca.gov. 
 
Thank you for your continued support and attention to managing this unprecedented event. 

 
Respectfully,  
 

 
Kristi L. Koenig, MD, FACEP, FIFEM, FAEMS, Medical Director 
Emergency Medical Services 
County of San Diego Health & Human Services Agency 
 

cc: Nick Yphantides, MD, MPH, Chief Medical Officer  
Andrew Parr, EMS Administrator 

NICK MACCHIONE, FACHE 
AGENCY DIRECTOR 
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 AUTHORITY: Health and Safety Code, Division 2.5, Sections 1797.94, 1797.153 and Division 
1010, Section 101310 and State of California Proclamation of State of 
Emergency, March 4, 2020 

 

I. PURPOSE 
 
A. To guide paramedic evaluation and transport decisions for patients experiencing mild 

respiratory illness possibly related to COVID-19. 
1. Based on the current science, most persons with COVID-19 experience mild illness 

and fully recover.  
2. Those at high risk for severe illness and/or complications include patients who are 

over 60 years of age, those of any age with compromised immune systems, and 
those with underlying medical conditions. 

3. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommend that low-risk patients 
potentially infected with COVID-19 experiencing mild disease self-isolate at home 
unless symptoms worsen. 

 
II. BACKGROUND 

 
A. Definitions 

 
Designated Decision  
Maker (DDM): An individual to whom a person has legally given the 

authority to make medical decisions concerning the 
person’s health care (i.e., a parent, legal guardian, an 
“attorney-in-fact” through a Durable Power of Attorney 
for Health Care (DPAHC), or an “agent” through an 
Advance Health Care Directive). 

  

https://www.gov.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/3.4.20-Coronavirus-SOE-Proclamation.pdf
https://www.gov.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/3.4.20-Coronavirus-SOE-Proclamation.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/hcp/guidance-home-care.html
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Emergency Patient:  Any person for whom the 9-1-1/EMS system has been 
activated and who meets the following criteria: 
1. Has a chief complaint or suspected illness/injury 
2. Is not oriented to person, place, time, or event 
3. Requires or requests field treatment or transport 
4. Is a minor who is not accompanied by a parent or 

legal guardian and is ill or injured, or appears to be 
ill or injured 

 
Low-Risk Patients with 
Potential COVID-19 Infections: Patients greater than 2 years of age and less than 60 

years of age requesting transport solely for COVID-19 
evaluation, with low grade fever and/or respiratory 
complaints with NONE of the following: 
1. A complaint of shortness of breath, chest pain, or 

altered level of consciousness,  
2. Abnormal vital signs for age,  
3. History of significant comorbid disease including 

COPD, CHF, diabetes, cardiac disease, renal 
failure, immunodeficiency, chemotherapy, or 
pregnancy, 

4. Residents of skilled nursing facilities, 
5. Emergency medical condition per paramedic 

judgment. 
 
Patient-Centered Care: Defined as: 

1. A patient’s health needs are the deciding factor 
behind all health decisions and quality 
measurements. 

2. Providing care that is respectful of and responsive 
to individual patient preferences, needs, and 
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values, and ensuring that patient values guide all 
clinical decisions. 

3. Focusing care on the needs of the person rather 
than the needs of the service. 

III. POLICY 
 
A. Patients eligible for Assess and Refer Option: 

1. Low-risk patients with symptoms of mild respiratory infection (e.g., fever <100.4° F, 
non-productive cough, upper respiratory illness) should be advised that they may self-
isolate at home. 

2. Paramedic assessment will determine if the patient can be categorized as a low-risk 
patient. The assess and refer procedure shall not apply for patients with any of the 
following: 
a. Abnormal vital signs including SpO2 <95%, RR >20, or observed labored 

breathing. 
b. Complaints of respiratory distress or chest pain. 
c. Altered level of consciousness. 
d. Suspicion the patient (or DDM) is impaired by alcohol or drugs. 
e. The patient/DDM is unable to comprehend or demonstrate an understanding of 

his/her illness. 
3. Base hospital contact should be considered as a resource. 
4. Patient-centered care shall be of the utmost importance. 

a. Paramedic judgment of the patient’s ability to safely self-isolate and follow medical 
advice shall inform the Assess and Refer decision process. 

 
B. High-risk patients, those with pronounced symptoms, or those not meeting criteria as a 

low-risk patient shall be treated and transported per San Diego County EMS Policies S-
407 and S-415, and County EMS Medical Director memo EMS Patient Destination 
Considerations During The COVID-19 Outbreak. 

  

https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/hhsa/programs/phs/EMS/Other/CoSD%20EMS%20COVID%2019%20DESTINATION%20MEMO%202%2014%2020.pdf
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/hhsa/programs/phs/EMS/Other/CoSD%20EMS%20COVID%2019%20DESTINATION%20MEMO%202%2014%2020.pdf
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C. Assess and Refer Procedure: 
1. EMS personnel shall advise patients directly or via their DDM to: 

a. Contact 2-1-1 and/or their medical home’s COVID-19 telephone screening center. 
b. Stay at home and seek follow-up treatment as needed with their physician, 

preferably by telephone or tele visit, if their symptoms worsen. 
c. Isolate themselves at home, apply appropriate social/physical distancing, avoid 

contact with high-risk persons, and self-monitor their condition for worsening 
symptoms. For patients unable to isolate at home, EMS personnel can call the 
Care and Shelter hotline at 858-715-2350 or instruct the patient to call 2-1-1. 

d. Isolation period should continue until the patient is fever-free for 3 days without the 
use of antipyretics, with diminishing URI symptoms (and it is at least 7 days after 
symptom onset) and cleared by the patient’s healthcare provider/physician based 
on current guidelines from the CDC and County of San Diego, Health and Human 
Services Agency, Department of Public Health Services. As guidelines are 
updated, the newest version should be used. 

e. The patient’s desire for testing does not warrant transport via EMS. Patients may 
discuss eligibility for testing outside of the 9-1-1 system with their healthcare 
provider. 

f. The advice given shall be documented. The following statement is recommended: 
i. “It appears that you do not require emergency ambulance transportation 

to the hospital emergency department. You should seek care via your 
regular healthcare provider or a doctor’s office or clinic, particularly if 
symptoms worsen. Call 2-1-1 for advice if you do not have access to other 
healthcare. If you develop shortness of breath, confusion, dizziness, or 
other severe symptoms, recontact 9-1-1 immediately.” 

g. EMS personnel shall deliver home care instructions and referral contact 
information (2-1-1 or other contact appropriate for patient-centered care). These 
instructions may include County of San Diego Home Isolation Instructions for 
COVID-19,  the California EMSA home care guidance, or similar documents. 

  

https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/hhsa/programs/phs/Epidemiology/COVID%20Home%20Isolation%20Instructions%20for%20COVID-19.pdf
https://www.sandiegocounty.gov/content/dam/sdc/hhsa/programs/phs/Epidemiology/COVID%20Home%20Isolation%20Instructions%20for%20COVID-19.pdf
https://emsa.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/71/2020/03/EMSA-Home-Care-Instructions.pdf
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2. “Assess and Refer” represents a shared decision-making process to provide the best, 
most appropriate care for individual patients, including minimizing their risk of disease 
exposure. EMS personnel shall not require patients assessed and referred to sign the 
release/AMA section of the Patient Care Record, as this implies that the patient is at 
significant risk by not using the EMS system for treatment and/or transportation. 

3. If the patient/DDM requests that the patient be transported after assurance that the 
transport is not recommended, EMS personnel should honor the request and transport 
per County of San Diego EMS Policy S-407 “Triage to Appropriate Facility.” 

4. EMS personnel transporting patients with suspected COVID-19 shall notify the 
receiving facility in advance, prior to arrival and may be directed to a screening area 
other than the emergency department. 

5. Paramedic Service Provider agencies shall review every Assess and Refer patient 
contact within 72 hours for criteria compliance. Inappropriate Assess and Refer patient 
contacts shall be forwarded to agency’s Base Hospital for immediate review. 



 

 

 

 

 

 
Assess and Refer Flowchart 

Policy S-415A 

 
 

 
 
 

Adapted from Alabama Department of Public Health Office of EMS Infectious Disease Checklist 
Approved by Dr. Chris Kahn.  03/29/2020 

 
 

Infectious Disease Assessment Flowchart 
San Diego Operations 



 
 

1. Advise the patient/DDM of the following and document in the ePCR:  
 Contact 2-1-1 and/or their medical home’s COVID-19 telephone screening center. 
 Stay at home and seek follow-up treatment as needed with their physician, preferably by 

telephone or tele visit, if their symptoms worsen. 
 Isolate themselves at home, apply appropriate social/physical distancing, avoid contact with 

high-risk persons, and self-monitor their condition for worsening symptoms.  For patients 
unable to isolate at home, instruct the patient to call 2-1-1 or the paramedic can call the 
Shelter hotline at (858)715-2350 for the patient.  

 Isolation period should continue until the patient is fever-free for 3 days without the use of 
antipyretics, with diminishing URI symptoms (and it is at least 7 days after symptom onset) 
and cleared by the patient’s healthcare provider/physician based on current guidelines from 
the CDC and County of San Diego, Health and Human Services Agency, Department of Public 
Health Services. As guidelines are updated, the newest version should be used. 

 The patient’s desire for testing does not warrant transport via EMS. Patients may discuss 
eligibility for testing outside of the 9-1-1 system with their healthcare provider. 

 
2. This statement shall be read to the patient/DDM and documented in the ePCR: 

 

“It appears that you do not require emergency ambulance transportation to the hospital emergency 
department. You should seek care via your regular healthcare provider or a doctor’s office or clinic, 
particularly if symptoms worsen.  Call 2-1-1 for advice if you do not have access to other healthcare.  If you 
develop shortness of breath, confusion, dizziness, or other severe symptoms, recontact 9-1-1 
immediately.” 
 
3. Leave a copy of the EMSA Home Care Instructions with the patient/DDM 

 



 

HOME CARE INSTRUCTIONS FOR PATIENTS WITH 
MILD RESPIRATORY INFECTION 

Most people with respiratory infections like colds, the flu, and Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) will 
have mild illness and can get better with appropriate home care and without the need to see a 
provider. People who are elderly, pregnant, or have a weak immune system or other medical 
problems are at higher risk of more serious illness or complications. It is recommended that they 
carefully monitor their symptoms and call their medical provider or seek medical care early if their 
symptoms worsen.  

TREATMENT AND MEDICAL CARE  
Treatment  
There is no specific treatment for most viruses including those that that cause the common cold and 
those that cause COVID-19. Sometimes there is treatment for the viruses that cause influenza if 
given early. Antibiotics treat infections caused by bacteria, but they do not work against viruses.   

Most people recover on their own from these viruses, including COVID-19.  Here are steps that you 
can take to help you get better: 

• Rest. 
• Drink plenty of fluids. 
• Take over-the-counter cold and flu medications to reduce fever and pain. Follow the instructions 

on the package, unless your doctor gave you instructions. Note that these medicines do not 
“cure” the illness and therefore do not stop you from spreading germs. 

• Children should not be given medication that contains aspirin (acetylsalicylic acid) because it 
can cause a rare but serious illness called Reye’s syndrome. Medicines without aspirin include 
acetaminophen (Tylenol®) and ibuprofen (Advil®, Motrin®). Children younger than age 2 should 
not be given any over-the-counter cold medications without first speaking with a doctor. 

Seeking Medical Care  
You should seek medical care if you are not getting better within a week, or if your symptoms get 
worse. If you are elderly, pregnant, have a weak immune system, or other medical problems, call your 
doctor right away.  

It is recommended that you seek medical care for serious symptoms, such as: 

 
or dizziness 

https://www.emsa.ca.gov/covid19
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It is best to call ahead of time to discuss your symptoms, if possible. This may allow you to receive 
the advice you need by phone. By avoiding a visit to a healthcare facility, you protect yourself from 
getting a new infection and protect others from catching an infection from you. If you do visit a 
healthcare facility, put on a mask to protect other patients and staff.  

People with potentially life-threatening symptoms should call 911. If possible, put on a facemask 
before emergency medical services arrive.   

PROTECTING OTHERS 
Follow the steps below to help prevent the disease from spreading to people in your home 
and community.  

Stay home when you are sick 
• Stay home - do not go to work, school, or public areas.
• Stay home for at least 48 hours after all of your symptoms have gone away without the use of

fever-reducing medicines.
• If you must leave home while you are sick, try to avoid using public transportation, ride-shares,

and taxis. Wear a mask if possible.

Separate yourself from other people and animals in your home 
• Stay in a specific room and away from other people in your home as much as possible.
• Use a separate bathroom, if available.
• Try to stay at least 6 feet from others.
• Do not handle pets or other animals while you are sick.

Cover your coughs and sneezes 
• Cover your mouth and nose with a tissue when you cough or sneeze. Throw used tissues in a

lined trash can; immediately wash your hands.

Avoid sharing personal household items 
• Do not share dishes, drinking glasses, cups, eating utensils, towels, or bedding with other

people or pets in your home. Wash them thoroughly with soap and water after use.

Clean your hands often 
• Wash your hands often with soap and water for at least 20 seconds. If soap and water are not

available, clean your hands with an alcohol-based hand sanitizer that contains at least 60%
alcohol, covering all surfaces of your hands and rubbing them together until they feel dry. Use
soap and water if your hands are visibly dirty.

Clean all “high-touch” surfaces every day 
• High touch surfaces include counters, tabletops, doorknobs, bathroom fixtures, toilets, phones,

keyboards, tablets, and bedside tables. Also, clean any surfaces that may have body fluids on
them. Use a disinfectant-type household cleaning spray or wipe, according to the product label
instructions.

The California Department of Public Health is issuing daily updates on Coronavirus Disease 2019 
(COVID-19). Stay informed by visiting cdph.ca.gov/covid19. 
San Diego County: Call 2-1-1 for advice if you do not have access to other healthcare. Visit 
www.sandiegocounty.gov/coronavirus for more information.

http://www.cdph.ca.gov/covid19
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