Bioterrorism Preparedness
FAQ – Local Public Health Dept


BIOTERRORISM PREPAREDNESS

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

HEALTH DEPARTMENT

Who do I contact regarding a possible exposure?  If you believe you have been exposed to an infectious biological agent or if you develop symptoms that you believe might be associated with such an exposure, immediately contact a physician. Your physician may choose to contact the local health department to determine the best course of action based on the circumstances of the exposure.

What is the plan for medicating people at risk?  If a person is considered at risk for becoming ill from a bioterrorist event, planning efforts are to medicate all who need treatment.  An investigation will be done by your local health department, with assistance from regional and state health officials.
How in depth will screening be to rule out possible reactions in case of mass prophylaxis?   Depending on the situation, there may not be time to perform in-depth screenings. When mass prophylaxis is used, the risk of not being treated and developing the disease is usually greater than the risk of reacting to the medication. Simple screenings are all that would be available, such as giving penicillin-allergic individuals medication other than amoxicillin.

The CDC’s Push Packs come with 3-4 medications to treat different agents, so there are a few choices in a mass prophylaxis situation.
Where should I go in the event of a bioterrorist attack?  Most likely you will not have advance notice of a biological attack.  In most situations, the attack will not be realized until a group of people begin to develop similar symptoms or a group of animals becomes ill.  Your local public health department will provide you with specific information via news media on where to go and what to do following the attack.  You may be asked to evacuate, or you may be asked to shelter-in-place.
Where can I get medical attention?  Depending on the event, you may be asked to report to designated sites other than a local hospital or your primary care physician’s office.  Listen to a credible news source for the most updated instructions on where to go.  You can also call your local public health department for specific instructions.

Where can I get medication for the bioterrorist agent being used against me?  If mass prophalaxis (medicating a large group of people) becomes necessary, you will be asked via media messages to report to your Medication Distribution Site.  Those locations will be specified at that time.  In order to prepare for an event, call your local public health department to find out where your Medication Distribution Site will be located.
Where is my Medication Distribution Site?  Call your local public health agency for the street address for your Medication Distribution Site.

What should I do if I am unable to leave my home to get to a Medication Distribution Site?  If you have a relative or friend that is able to travel, they can bring your medical history information to the Medication Distribution Site and collect your medication for you.  If you do not have anyone able to perform this service for you, contact your local public health department so other arrangements can be made.

Will medication distribution be local or national?  Medication distribution will be done locally.  Check with your local public health department for the location of your Medication Distribution Site.
What should I do, or where should I go for medication if I am out of the area/out of state when an attack happens? Find out what media outlets are in the area you are in, utilize the action plan you have for your family and make the contacts you need to make for implementing your action plan. If you are exposed away from home, report to the treatment area where you are located. Spreading the disease or delaying treatment by returning home first, is not recommended.
How long will it take to medicate everyone in the county?  This will vary by county, depending on population and how many Medication Distribution Sites are open.

Is the U.S. health system prepared for an act of bioterrorism?  Federal, state, and local health authorities routinely conduct surveillance for a bioterrorist event. If an attack occurs, your local health department would rapidly advise the medical community and the media with recommendations for diagnosis and treatment, as well as preventive measures for the specific biological agent involved.

How aware are local physicians and pediatricians of different biological agents?  The CDC and other professional organizations have excellent information on biological agents.  This information is available to all physicians.  In addition, the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services (DHSS) has the capability to send out emergency messages to physicians via the Health Alert Network (HAN).

What protection is offered by hand-sterilizers and antibacterial soaps?  Are they any defense?  Good hand-washing technique is always recommended to reduce the spread of disease.  Regular soap and water is all that is necessary. In an event where soap and water is not available, hand-sterilizers can be used as an alternative.
How are agents like Tularemia and the others diagnosed?  Are there blood tests or is it all a guess based on visible symptoms?  Tularemia is a bacterium, so laboratory testing is available whereas the agent is grown for identification and sensitivity testing to antibiotics in a clinical laboratory. Visible symptoms are always helpful in pointing a clinician in the right way for a diagnosis, but the test results will provide a definitive answer to the causative agent.
Is special maintenance required for negative pressure rooms?  These special rooms are set up to take the room air out of the facility and harms way. The airflow in the room should be checked periodically to ensure the proper turnover rate is being maintained.
Where does my county stand on bioterrorism preparedness?  Local public health agencies, Emergency Management, law enforcement, fire and other agencies are working together in a concentrated effort to prepare for a chemical or biological attack.  Check with your local agencies for specific information on their plans and policies.

How closely does southwest Missouri’s Bioterrorism / Emergency Response Team (BERT) work with Emergency Management?  BERT is working in a close partnership with Emergency Management, law enforcement, public health, fire and other agencies in a concentrated effort to prepare for a chemical or biological attack.  

Will experts be available to answer questions in the event of an attack?  If a bioterrorist event occurs, more knowledge will be gained as more data is gathered and the epidemiological investigation proceeds in the affected area.  As soon as information is confirmed experts will be able to pass that information on to key partners, the media and the public.  Questions will be answered by experts as the information becomes available.
If I am allergic to sulphur, is there another option for me regarding treatment for hydrogen cyanide exposure?  Vitamin B12 has been suggested as an anecdote, and there may be other options as well.  Check with your primary care physician.

Should I use duck tape and plastic to seal off a room in my house?  The US Department of Homeland Security recommends having plastic sheeting and duck tape on hand in case you are asked to shelter in place to protect yourself from potentially contaminated air outside.  You can use these items to seal off windows, doors and air vents if you need to stay in a sealed room for a limited amount of time.

How long should I stay in that room?  In the event you are asked to enter a sealed room in your home, listen to a credible news source for a message that it is safe to exit the room.  These sealed rooms are only intended to be used for a short period of time to allow a potential chemical or biological agent to dissipate or pass by your home.

Will chemical agents that may be released corrode the duck tape and plastic that is sealing off the room?  Some agents may, in time, but staying in the sealed room may be your best available defense.
Can iodine kill tularemia?  Yes, iodine has anti-microbial activity. 1:10 bleach solution is also sufficient to kill most bacteria. It should be noted that iodine in strong concentration will also burn the skin of humans and animals, so use of the tincture of iodine strength only is recommended if applying to the skin surface. A note of caution, the anti-microbial agent must be able to contact the bacterial agent to kill it, so deep infections in wounds would harbor the bacteria and antibiotics would be needed to kill the bacteria from inside the body. Deep infections will rapidly become systemic, infections in the blood, which could then infect the whole body. If tularemia is suspected in food, proper food preparation and storage will kill the bacteria.

How long are agents viable as airborne pathogens?  It depends on the agent.
What is the "Strategic National Stockpile" that health officials talk about on the news?  The SNS was previously called the National Pharmaceutical Stockpile.  It is a large reserve of antibiotics, chemical antidotes, and other medical supplies set aside for emergencies. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reports that it can move stockpiled material to affected areas in the United States within 1 to 2 hours of notification from a state’s governor.

Are health department labs equipped and capable of doing testing on biological agents?  CDC, the Association of Public Health Laboratories, and other officials are working together to ensure that all state health departments are capable of obtaining results of tests on suspected infectious agents. The nation’s laboratories are generally classified as Level A, B, C, or D. Level A laboratories are those typically found in community hospitals and are designated to perform initial testing on all clinical specimens. Public health laboratories are usually Level B; these laboratories can confirm or refute preliminary test results and can usually perform antimicrobial susceptibility tests. Level C laboratories, which are reference facilities and can be public health laboratories, perform more rapid identification tests. Level D laboratories are designed to perform the most sophisticated tests and are located in federal facilities such as CDC. CDC is currently working with public and private laboratory partners to develop a formal a National Laboratory System linking all four Levels.

Every state has a Laboratory Response Network (LRN) contact. The LRN links state and local public health laboratories with advanced-capacity laboratories, including clinical, military, veterinary, agricultural, water, and food-testing laboratories. Laboratorians should contact their state public health laboratory to identify their local LRN representative.

Should I ask my doctor for antibiotics to have on hand in case of a bioterrorist attack?  No. Indiscriminant use of antibiotics could be harmful, particularly for pregnant women and children. Many antibiotics are effective for a variety of diseases but there is no antibiotic that is effective against all diseases. Antibiotics can cause side effects and should only be taken with medical supervision. This type of inappropriate use of antibiotics may lead to increased antibiotic resistance in bacteria that cause other common infections (e.g., otitis media, pneumonia, urinary tract infections), which can complicate treatment. Keeping a supply of antibiotics on hand poses an additional problem because they have a limited shelf life and will lose potency over time.

Are there any water filtration systems that can filter out biological agents? Yes, what is filtered out depends on the size of the water filter and the size of the agent. Viral agents are often small enough to pass through filters. Check with the manufacturer before purchasing a product.

What is the likelihood of a biological agent contaminating my water source? If your water source is a private well, the contamination likelihood is slim. If you are on a public water system, the water goes through a cleansing treatment prior to being sent to the public for consumption, so it is safe. The contamination would have to occur post-treatment and be in enough quantity to not be diluted and become ineffective before getting to your faucet.
Is there any intelligence indicating that terrorists will target food sources? Intelligence says we should not rule out anything.  Food was targeted at least once in a previous terrorist attack in the United States by a local group trying to control the outcome of an election.  Food processing and handling plants are working to increase existing security at their facilities.
What effect would a mass food contamination have?  Depending on the agent, it could cause intestinal distress all the way up to death.  It is also depends on the amount of the toxin consumed and the health status of the individual affected.
Will the smallpox vaccination or other medications given as a result of a bioterrorist attack react with my regular prescription medication? Smallpox vaccination should not react with any other oral medication.  Other medications will depend on which medication is given and to whom.  Specific information will be provided in the event of a mass medication situation.
Would an air purifier effectively filter any biological or chemical agents from the air?  The US Department of Homeland Security recommends using a portable air purifier with a HEPA filter to help remove contaminants from the air.  These highly efficient filters have small sieves that can capture very tiny particles, including some biological agents.  HEPA filters will not stop chemical gases.

Will a gas mask or other face shield protect me from biological or chemical agents?  The US Department of Homeland Security recommends creating a barrier between yourself and any contaminant.  Facemasks or dense-weave cotton material that snugly covers your nose and mouth can help filter contaminants in an emergency.  Please talk to your child’s pediatrician before planning to fit your child with a mask of any type.

Will BERT work with schools to ensure they have a good, workable emergency plan and fit in with the county emergency plan? BERT has and will continue to encourage local schools to have an emergency plan in place and to partner with their county LEPC or Emergency Management Director to make sure their plan fits with the county emergency plan.

Is an aerosolized agent only a threat if it is dropped locally? No, if the agent is contagious it can spread rapidly throughout communities and into neighboring communities.  The agent may move down roads, railways and with contagious, infected people.  It may also move with infected animals if it is a zoonotic agent.  The agents’ resiliency and life-spans vary.
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