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The Ontario government is replacing its outdated disease reporting system — one that still relies on fax machines and manual data

entry — with a new cloud-based platform designed to more quickly trace and analyze COVID-19 infections.

The new $20-million system will replace the province’s integrated Public Health Information System (iPHIS), a 15-year-old

database that has been blamed for delays, inconsistencies and significant under-reporting in Ontario’s tracking of COVID-19 cases

and deaths. Officials say the new system will ensure the province’s local health units can begin case investigation and contact tracing

no more than three days after a patient first provides a sample for testing.

Currently, testing labs cannot enter patients’ results directly into iPHIS. Results are instead sent to the health units — commonly in

batches sent by fax — after which the patient data must be painstakingly entered hand, a step that can take days.

Replacing iPHIS is “definitely something that could have been done earlier but definitely a step in the right direction,” said Todd

Coleman, an epidemiologist at Wilfrid Laurier University. Coleman, who used iPHIS in his former role as a public health official in

London, called it a “really old system” that “couldn’t keep up with the necessities to be able to manage an infectious disease outbreak

efficiently.”

The new case and contact management system is among several new initiatives unveiled by the province Thursday, including more

staff to help with contact tracing should the need arise and a new smartphone app designed to let users know if they have been in

close contact with anyone who has tested positive for COVID-19. The moves come as doctors and epidemiologists are warning of a

second wave of infections likely to happen in the fall.

At a media briefing Thursday, ministry officials explained that the new system, custom-built on the Salesforce platform, will be

rolled out over the next two months, with three local health units testing it in July and a broader rollout by mid-August. Due to the

urgent need for an IT solution, the system was not put out to tender, according to a provincial spokesperson.

The Star has previously reported how iPHIS relies on cumbersome processes that lead to reporting delays and missing, inconsistent

or difficult to analyze data.

Moving forward, when patients view their lab results online, they’ll be able to enter key data in a secure form right at that time,

including information about their known contacts who may have been exposed, ministry officials said. That information can then be

fed directly to local health unit investigators, who can get a head start on contact tracing.
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To assist in that effort, the province also announced it is partnering with Statistics Canada to bring in 1,700 more contact-tracing

staff, if necessary. The province currently has access to about 2,000 staff for contact tracing, including surge capacity.

The new system will also allow for significantly better data extraction than iPHIS, letting the province more quickly analyze trends

and local hot spots, officials said.

They added that the case management systems created out of frustration with the province’s sluggish database by some

jurisdictions, such as Toronto Public Health, will eventually be integrated into the new cloud-based system.

“This is exactly what I’ve been hoping the province would do from day one,” said Dionne Aleman, a professor at the University of

Toronto and an expert in pandemic modelling.

“It’s taken a little bit of time to get there, but I’m glad that they’ve finally invested the time and effort to have a streamlined data

collection and storage system that will hopefully circumvent a lot of these random glitches that we’ve seen that have changed what

we thought we knew about the pandemic.”

Kenyon Wallace is a Toronto-based investigative reporter for the Star. Follow him on Twitter: @KenyonWallace
or reach him via email: kwallace@thestar.ca

Ed Tubb is an assignment editor and a contributor focused on crime and justice for the Star. He is based in
Toronto. Follow him on Twitter: @edtubb
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