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About Links Media 

A full-service communications company, Links Media provides organizations with an array of 

technologies and methods to influence behavior, communicate risk, and mobilize resources to 

generate positive change. Links Media’s services include market research, strategic 

communications, multimedia production, partnership building and advocacy, and knowledge 

dissemination. Links Media is currently leading communication and advocacy efforts in support 

of the development and implementation of avian influenza and pandemic influenza 

communication strategies and collateral material development for the Latin American and 

Caribbean region, an initiative funded by the U.S. Agency for International Development. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

This report was made possible through support provided by the U.S. Agency for International 

Development, under the terms of Contract No. GHS-I-10-03-00037-00. The opinions expressed herein 

are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the U.S. Agency for International 

Development. This report may be reproduced if credit is given to Links Media. Please use the following 

citation:  

 
Sánchez, M., Lares, F., 2008. Avian and Pandemic Influenza Communication Strategy in LAC, Asunción, 
Paraguay, November 11-18, 2008: Trip Report. Submitted to the U.S. Agency for International 
Development by Links Media, LLC. Gaithersburg, MD: Links Media, LLC. 



AVIAN AND PANDEMIC INFLUENZA COMMUNICATION STRATEGY IN LAC 
TRIP REPORT           3 

 

 

I. BACKGROUND ................................................................................................................................................. 4 

II. PURPOSE OF THE TRIP ............................................................................................................................ 4 

III. TRIP ACTIVITIES ....................................................................................................................................... 5 

A. MEETING WITH THE MINISTER OF HEALTH ...................................................................................................... 5 
B. MEETING WITH THE DIRECTOR OF SURVEILLANCE .......................................................................................... 6 
C. MEETING WITH THE AVIAN AND PANDEMIC COMMUNICATIONS GROUP .......................................................... 7 
D. MEETINGS WITH THE DIRECTORS OF PROMOTION AND COMMUNICATIONS, AND STAFF FROM THE DIRECTION 

OF SURVEILLANCE ..................................................................................................................................................... 8 

IV. FINDINGS ..................................................................................................................................................... 9 

V. RECOMMENDATIONS .................................................................................................................................. 10 

VI. LINKS MEDIA’S CONTRIBUTION ........................................................................................................ 10 

VII. NEXT STEPS............................................................................................................................................... 11 

ANNEX 1 .................................................................................................................................................................... 12 

ANNEX 2 .................................................................................................................................................................... 13 

 

 

 
 
 



AVIAN AND PANDEMIC INFLUENZA COMMUNICATION STRATEGY IN LAC 
TRIP REPORT           4 

 

I. Background 

Links Media provides expert consultation services to the U.S. Agency for International 

Development (USAID) in support of the development and implementation of an avian and 

pandemic influenza communication strategy and collateral material development for the Latin 

American and Caribbean (LAC) region. In preparation for outbreaks of avian influenza (AI) or a 

possible human pandemic, the development of a comprehensive communication strategy and 

accompanying collateral materials for the region is pivotal. Such tools also support USAID’s 

Avian and Human Pandemic Influenza Response Unit in assisting missions and regional 

bureaus to achieve two broad objectives: 1) strengthen capacities to rapidly detect and respond 

to the current AI problem in animals and humans; and 2) continue preparing for a possible 

human influenza pandemic. 

 

Work to date on this task has resulted in initial national avian and pandemic influenza 

communication strategies in most LAC countries. The resulting communication strategies vary 

in terms of the level of detail they present. All strategies, however, lack operational plans 

enabling them to be quickly implemented when needed. They focus primarily on the pre-

pandemic phases that are characterized by a low risk of human avian influenza cases. 

During fiscal year (FY) 2007, Links Media, under contract with USAID and working in 

collaboration with partners in LAC countries, provided technical assistance for the development 

of several planning and capacity building activities. Our efforts resulted in the elaboration of a 

number of strategic communication plans; the development of informational and communication 

materials; and training of journalists, spokespersons, and key stakeholders. 

 

In FY 2008, Links Media has continued to support LAC’s development, implementation, and 

monitoring of strategic communication plans for the pandemic alert phase, which is 

characterized by little or no human-to-human transmission, and the pandemic phase, during 

which efficient and sustained transmission of a new influenza virus among humans occurs. 

 

II. Purpose of the Trip 

From November 12 through 18, 2008, Links Media’s Marisabel Sánchez and Fermín Lares 

traveled to Asunción, Paraguay, to hold meetings with the ministers of Public Health and Social 

Welfare, the directors general of Surveillance, Communications and Promotion of Health, the 

avian and pandemic communications group, technical experts on pandemic influenza from the 
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Direction General of Surveillance, Graciela Avila (USAID/Paraguay), and Mary Vandenbroucke 

(USAID/Washington).  

 

The purpose of the meetings was to: 

 Assess the current status of the national communication strategy for avian and pandemic 

influenza in Paraguay 

 Identify possible gaps in the strategy 

 Identify potential needs for technical assistance 

 Have a conversation with high-level government officials to ease institutional access and 

channels of communication to deliver adequate and appropriate assistance to the country. 

 

Prior to the trip, Links Media had received and analyzed the existing national plan for 

preparedness and response to a pandemic influenza (June 2007), and the communication 

strategy, presented as a section of the national plan. 

 

III. Trip Activities 

 

A. Meeting with the Minister of Health      

     
 

The meeting with the minister of Health and Welfare, Dr. Esperanza Martínez, was held 

in her office on November 13, 2008, with Marisabel Sánchez, Fermín Lares, María 

Recio, and Gloria Delagracia (Links Media); the directors general of Surveillance, Iván 

Allende, of Health Promotion, Diana Rodríguez, and of Communications, Ana María 

Paredes. 
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The Minister expressed her concern that communications have been historically weak in 

the Ministry. Work to improve communications to respond to a pandemic influenza could 

be beneficial to improve communications as a whole in the ministry. 

 

The Minister said she would like to have articulated plans for every line of work in the 

ministry. These plans need not be very ambitious; they could be simpler plans with a 

baseline on the status of every situation, and set attainable goals with a clear route map. 

She emphasized on making plans operational, regionalized, and sufficiently funded. 

 

According to the Minister, communications is such a preoccupation for the new 

government that it has been elevated to the cabinet level for the first time by creating a 

new Secretariat of Communications. Technical assistance and support to the direction of 

communications in the Ministry is a need, she said, as is supporting the direction of 

health promotion and its work at the municipal level.  

 

Minister Martínez designated the director of Surveillance, Dr. Iván Allende, as the point 

of contact for pandemic influenza and communication strategies for a pandemic. 

 

B. Meeting with the Director of Surveillance 

 

In a separate meeting, Dr. Iván Allende, Director General of Surveillance in the Ministry 

of Health, noted that they have been trying to strengthen the health system in the 

country to respond to a pandemic by obtaining technical support from the U.S. Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and STOP AI. The Ministry is planning 

activities in capacity building supported by STOP AI for March-April 2009, including 

some simulations. 

 

Dr. Allende said he is aware of the importance of having a multi-sector approach to 

pandemic response, and for that reason, his department will advocate that stakeholders 

from public and private institutions work on the national pandemic plan. 

 

Dr. Allende said that the departments responsible for communications in the Ministry 

must be strengthened. They do not have enough resources, lack technical support, their 
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new heads are somewhat inexperienced, and the communications system in the 

Ministry, both internal and external, is weak.  

 

Dr. Allende commented that his own department, which handles 14 programs of 

communicable and non-communicable diseases, is in need of institutional support from 

both the Direction General of Communications and the Direction General of Promotion of 

the Ministry. He created a communications unit under his command to supply his 

communications needs, and he envisions that all communications for a response to a 

pandemic will be led by his office. 

He stressed the importance of linking a communication plan for a pandemic influenza to 

other health emergencies, and on using that plan to build communications capacity for 

the whole Ministry. 

 

C. Meeting with the Avian and Pandemic Communications Group 

  

The meeting with the Avian and Pandemic Communications group took place with 

participants from several institutions, with the Ministry of Health taking the leading role. 

Representatives of the Secretariats of National Emergencies (Secretaría de Emergencia 

Nacional/SEN) and the Environment (Secretaría del Ambiente/SEAM) were present, as 

were representatives from the National Service for Animal Health and Quality (Servicio 

Nacional de Calidad y Salud Animal /Senacsa), the National Service for Vector Control 

(Servicio Nacional de Control de Vectores, formerly the Servicio Nacional de 

Erradicación del Paludismo/SENEPA), and Pollpar, S.A., a private poultry producer. 

Graciela Avila and Mary Vandenbrouke, from USAID Paraguay and USAID Washington, 

respectively, also attended the meeting, as did several other officials from the Ministry of 

Health. 
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Gloria Gamarra, Director of the National System of Health Information (Sistema Nacional 

de Información en Salud/SINAIS) informed the attendees that an inter-institutional 

technical group from the national commission for a response to a pandemic influenza 

meets monthly with their counterparts from Argentina and Brazil to discuss actions to be 

taken in case of a pandemic influenza in the border regions.  

 

The meeting included a presentation of the communication strategy for avian and 

pandemic influenza in the triple border region, already validated by health officials from 

Paraguay, Argentina, and Brazil. 

 

The triple border of Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay is an area of great biodiversity where 

the Iguazu Falls and the hydroelectric Itaipu Dam are located. Itaipu Binacional, the 

Brazilian and Paraguayan company that runs the hydroelectric power plant has given 

financial and logistical support to the communications group to develop the plan. 

 

This plan resulted from a process which incorporated lessons learned from the 

elaboration of the existing national plan for a pandemic influenza; data provided by 

surveys made among small poultry farmers in the area; simulations of outbreaks of avian 

influenza in some locations; workshops with health communicators about lessons 

learned from human outbreaks in other parts of the world; a tri-national workshop to 

develop strategic guidelines for a comprehensive operational risk communication plan 

for a pandemic influenza in the triple border, and other experiences. Several of these 

activities were supported by STOP AI, CDC, PAHO, and Links Media. 

 

D. Meetings with the Directors of Promotion and Communications, and 

Staff from the Direction of Surveillance 

        

         With the Director of Communications 

 

With the Director of Health Promotion 
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The Director of Communications stressed the need to strengthen her unit for all 

purposes, and agreed with others in that technical assistance for communications for a 

pandemic influenza can be useful in facing other emergencies. The point of contact for 

pandemic influenza at the Direction General of Surveillance, Dr. Cabello, and the 

communicator attached to that unit, Fátima Santander, subscribed to the same opinion. 

The director of Promotion referred again to their communication plan for the triple 

border, and mentioned the links established between her direction and municipal 

authorities through different health programs channeled through regional health councils 

(Consejos Regionales de Salud), and regional branches of the ministry of health. 

 

IV. Findings 

 

 Working to improve communications to respond to a pandemic influenza could be 

beneficial to improve communications in the ministry of health to face any national 

emergency. All emergencies have faced the same problem in the past, the lack of 

appropriate communications. Bad communication has been the most important 

problem to deal effectively with national emergencies. 

 Technical assistance and support to the directions of communications and promotion 

in the Ministry is needed. They do not have enough resources, their new heads are 

somehow inexperienced, and the whole communications system in the Ministry, both 

internal and external, is weak. 

 The Direction General of Communications was recently created, in the spirit of giving 

more stature to this function, and along with the Direction General of Promotion, was 

elevated to a higher level (Direction General), like all important functional units in the 

ministry. However, as in many Latin American countries, there is a prevalent culture 

of not giving enough real authority to the communicators, which is a hurdle these 

health communicators in Paraguay will have to overcome.   

 Dr. Iván Allende was designated by the Minister as the point of contact for pandemic 

influenza and communication strategies for a pandemic. He has his own 

communications professionals working for his direction, which reflects the prevalent 

culture mentioned above, and says also about the need of having a team that 

guarantees good communication to face emergencies along with communication for 

behavioral change to prevent communicable and non communicable diseases.  
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 Both the national communications plan for avian and pandemic influenza and the 

operational communication plan for avian flu and an eventual pandemic influenza in 

the triple border are generic, not yet operational. Communication activities stated in 

both plans focus on preparedness, in preventive measures to keep the authorities, 

stakeholders and the general population informed about an eventual pandemic 

influenza. There are not specific actions to be taken in case of the occurrence of a 

pandemic. 

 

V. Recommendations 

 

 Improve the communication strategy for avian and pandemic influenza by making it 

more operational. 

 Build technical capacity in the Ministry by improving internal communication in the 

institution. 

 Improve internal and external communications by involving all authorities in the 

Ministry in courses, conferences, and workshops about the importance of 

communication in all organizations, leaders’ roles in communicating with different 

audiences in different situations, and roles in risk and crisis communication. 

 Improve internal and external communication by building capacity to develop 

communication plans, and conferences and workshops on using internal and 

external means of communication for different purposes (e.g., staff identification with 

the institution’s mission and goals). 

 Take advantage of the existing relationship of the Ministry with local and municipal 

authorities in order to create communication plans to face pandemic influenza with 

the participation of local-level stakeholders 

 

VI. Links Media’s Contribution 

 

Links Media contributed by raising awareness among authorities and communicators in the 

Ministry of Health of the need to have good communication strategies in place to respond 

adequately and appropriately to a pandemic influenza and/or any comparable national 

emergency  
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The 4th edition of Communications Resources for Avian Influenza and Pandemic 

Preparedness and Response, prepared for Health Communicators in Latin America and the 

Caribbean Region (in English) was distributed to all parties we met during this trip. The 

Spanish version of this virtual bibliography book will be sent as soon as it is ready for 

delivery. 

 

Links Media can contribute to improve the national communication plan for a pandemic 

influenza by providing a template of an operational plan created from the Saint Lucia’s July, 

2008 workshops to develop the Saint Lucia communication operational plan. 

 

Links Media can contribute to improve internal and external communications to respond to a 

pandemic influenza and other national emergencies by building capacity in risk and crisis 

communication among authorities and health communicators through workshops, 

presentations, and providing instructional material for self training. 

 

Links Media can provide assistance in developing general communication plans and in 

building capacity for the use of different media to target different audiences for internal and 

external communications. 

 

VII. Next Steps 

A week after this trip, Links Media sent a sample of the Standard Operating Procedures 

developed for the health sector in Saint Lucia to the Director of Surveillance in Paraguay 

and his staff, as an example of what can be done to developed a communication operational 

plan for a pandemic influenza in the country. 

  

Future immediate actions by Links Media include the following: 

 

 Deliver the Spanish version of the 4th edition of Communication Resources… (December 

2008). 

 Develop a Facilitator’s guide for workshops on how to develop an avian influenza and 

pandemic strategy and operational plan (already in progress). 

 Develop a template for an operational communication plan for pandemic influenza and 

deliver it to Paraguay. 

 Identify extended activities for 2009. 
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ANNEX 1 
 

AGENDA 

  JUEVES 13 VIERNES 14 SÁBADO 15 DOMINGO 16 LUNES 17 

8:30 AM 

Entrevista con la 
Ministra de 
Salud, Dra. 
Esperanza 
Martinez 

        

9:00 AM 
Reunión con 
dispensadores, 
Prof Zully Vera 
(SAIDI) 

      

10:00 AM 

  

      

10:30 AM 

  

      

11:00 AM 
Reunión con el 
grupo de 
comunicación en 
pandemia 

Reunión de 
Fermin Lares con 
el equipo tecnico 
de vigilancia, 
promoción y 
comunicación 

      

12:00 AM       

1:00 PM 
Reunión con el 
grupo 
comunicación de 
SAIDI 

    

Reunión con 
Graciela Avila, 
USAID 

2:00 PM 

  

    

 

3:00 PM 
Reunión con Ana 
Maria Paredes, 
Directora de 
Comunicación 

  

    

Reunión con 
Santiago 
Caballero, 
docente 
educador (SAIDI) 

4:00 PM 

Reunión con Dr. 
Horacio Galeano 
Perrone, Ministro 
de Educación y 
Cultura (SAIDI) 

    

5:00 PM 

Reunión con Lic. 
Diana Rodriguez, 
Directora de 
Promoción       

6:00 PM 

Reunión con Dr. 
Iván Allende, 
Director de 
Vigilancia 

  

      

7:00 PM 
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Annex 2 
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