
Getting in same boat as ‘tsunami’ of money builds

Diverse and disjointed, the nation’s public
health and clinical settings have education

needs and communication gaps that must be
bridged if the system is to improve its response to
bioterrorism, a group of consultants recently told
the Atlanta-based Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC). 

The CDC’s national center for infectious dis-
eases is holding a series of meetings to assess the
lessons of last year’s anthrax attacks and begin to
close the long-standing breach between public
health and clinical medicine. 

The gap may stem from differences between
the private and public health care systems, both 
of which are fragmented and highly variable by
geography and urban vs. rural settings, accord-
ing to a CDC draft summary of the Jan. 7, 2002,
consultants’ meeting, which was obtained by
Bioterrorism Watch.

Seeking collaboration

“There was lot of [discussion] about the 
gap between public health, private practices, 
and hospitals and how to bridge that gap and
make things more collaborative,” said William
Scheckler, MD, a consultant at the meeting and
hospital epidemiologist at St. Mary’s Hospital in
Madison, WI. “[We need] to reduce some of the
redundancies in the systems both in terms of
preparing and education.”

Scheckler also is a member of the CDC
Healthcare Infection Control Practices Advisory

Committee (HICPAC), which met Feb. 25-26,
2002, in Atlanta. 

Scheckler gave a report on the consultants’ meet-
ing, telling HICPAC members that the CDC had
input from a broad range of bioterrorism groups
and clinical specialties. There is a wealth of infor-
mation scattered among these groups and on
numerous web sites, he noted. For example, a der-
matology group at the meeting has photographs 
of skin lesions that could be a good resource in an
investigation of cutaneous anthrax.

“When an outbreak occurs, the same questions
[arise]: What do people need to know? What is
the best way to get out the information?” he said.
“There should be one best-practices web page
that you can go to.”

The CDC currently operates several different
clearinghouses for information as well as differ-
ent public inquiry numbers. The agency now is
considering the possibility of centralizing its
clearinghouses and public inquiry services, the
CDC report states.

“During the anthrax crisis, the CDC public
inquiry system was overwhelmed, and therefore
the agency set up a new system during the out-
break,” the CDC report continues. 

In addition, the CDC found that “during the
attacks, the amount of information on anthrax
increased from virtually nothing to an over-
whelming number of e-mails, web sites, printed
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documents, and other materials. Much of this
information and work was duplicative.”

The consultants suggested that the CDC devise
a strategy to centralize information development
activities and then distribute the product, rather
than having so many individuals working inde-
pendently. (See CDC action items, below right.)

Linking the data base 

Regarding public health and clinical partner-
ships, a relatively simple system of linking health
departments with hospital emergency depart-
ments (ED) was described by HICPAC member
Alfred DeMaria Jr., MD, state epidemiologist at
the Massachusetts Department of Public Health
in Jamaica Plain.

Under the program, participating hospitals in
the Boston area report their daily number of ED
visits to the health department. The numbers are
compared against emergency visits a week earlier
and on the same date a year prior to detect surges
that might suggest a bioterrorism event, he said. 

The information is easily obtainable by the
hospitals and can be submitted electronically to
the health department without extra work. That
is important because bioterrorism surveillance
systems that are labor-intensive will likely falter
as vigilance inevitably wanes, DeMaria noted.

The system has provided the secondary gain of
improving communication between public health
and clinical sectors. The threshold for investigation
occurs at two orders of magnitude above baseline,
which thus far has occurred with influenza ED vis-
its and those associated with a large trauma event
such as a bus crash, he said. 

Sometimes, the threshold will be reached sim-
ply out of random chance, as ED visits increase
for no single reason. “The question is, we don’t
know how big an event has to happen [to be
detected],” DeMaria said. 

The CDC is interested in such bioterrorism
surveillance systems, and also may seek to apply
its existing hospital sentinel networks, including
the National Nosocomial Infections Surveillance
system, said Steve Solomon, MD, chief of special
studies activity in the CDC division of healthcare
quality promotion. 

National concerns about patient safety and
bioterrorism have created a “tsunami of money”
to address such issues, Solomon told HICPAC
members.

“We have a lot of concerns about the surveil-
lance and response needs,” he said. “We are

seeking a small trickle of that tidal wave of
funds.”

Ultimately, the CDC may help shape a national
system or contribute to a “mosaic” of systems
that track surrogate markers such as severity of
illness in “real time,” he said. 

The research and development needs for such a
system are in the ballpark of $120 million to $180
million, which may be available in the current 
climate over the next four or five years, he said.
There is considerable interest being expressed
from health care-related industries in partnering
with the CDC on such efforts.

“They are standing in line,” Solomon told 
HICPAC members. “The phone is ringing off the
hook. We are trying to figure out who is the best
partner.”  �

CDC gets plenty 
of advice for action
Clarify roles, make info user-friendly 

Arecent consultants’ brainstorming session 
on education and communication needs for

bioterrorism resulted in numerous suggestions to
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) in Atlanta. Some of the points of informa-
tion and recommended items for action included: 
✔ Strengthen the CDC Health Alert Network e-

mail notification system to ensure that all state
and local health departments are involved.

✔ Make surveillance and reporting as automatic
as possible, and do not depend on the clinician
to initiate the report quickly.

✔ Because the CDC is recognized as an authorita-
tive source for information provided through
Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report and press
releases, the CDC web site should be changed
to make it more user-friendly.

✔ Ruling out disease is the most important clini-
cal issue, rather than identifying new cases of
disease.

✔ Clarify roles when a criminal investigation 
is going to occur during a public health 
emergency.

✔ Develop a prototype disaster plan for use by
communities and make it readily available.

✔ The cacophony of information is a problem.
For clinicians, an appropriate tool would be a
page of bulleted information necessary for the
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clinical setting. This should be provided in
addition to baseline information.

✔ The CDC smallpox plan is a good model for
allowing outside review during the develop-
ment phase.

✔ Identify additional ways for using communica-
tion technology, particularly e-mail, to link
local resources together.  �

Was anthrax mailer a
bioweapons researcher?
‘This has military lab stamped all over it’

Given the difficulty of creating high-quality
anthrax in a civilian research lab, the original

source of the Bacillus anthracis that killed five 
people last year was likely a U.S. bioweapons
facility, the president of the American Society of
Microbiology (ASM) tells Bioterrorism Watch. 

“Given the high quality of the preparation that
was used, this has military laboratory stamped
all over it,” says Abigail Salyers, PhD, ASM pres-
ident and a professor of microbiology at the
University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign.

The U.S. bioweapons program was formally
disbanded as part of a global treaty in the early
1970s, but many military labs remained open for
“biodefense” research to counter bioterrorism,
she says. “These anthrax spore preparations last
for decades,” Salyers says. 

Anthrax mailer is ‘criminal, but not stupid’

The atmosphere of a university research lab is
too open and freewheeling for someone to pro-
duce anthrax undetected, she says. Salyers’ per-
sonal theory is that someone who worked in a
military bioweapons laboratory stole the anthrax,
possibly years ago. 

“It’s anybody’s guess as to what is going on
here, but I would be astounded if this came out of
a university laboratory,” she says. “[This person]
is crazy, criminal, but not stupid. I can’t imagine
that anybody who was going to do that would
take the trouble and risk of trying to do that in a
university laboratory environment.”

In a related matter — despite a published
report to the contrary — the Federal Bureau of
Investigation denies it has narrowed its anthrax

investigation to a former scientist in a U.S.
bioweapons lab. 

A FBI spokeswoman at the agency’s national
office in Washington, DC, told Bioterrorism Watch
that the agency has not identified “a prime sus-
pect” in the hundreds of interviews it has con-
ducted in the investigation.

A story that was published in the Feb. 25, 2002,
Washington Times reported that the FBI’s search
was focusing on a former U.S. scientist who
worked at a government bioweapons laboratory.
The government’s chief suspect, the article
reported, is believed to have worked at the U.S.
Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious
Diseases at Fort Detrick, MD, which has main-
tained stores of weapons-grade anthrax. No
charges had been filed as this issue of Bioterrorism
Watch went to press. 

Do you know this person? 

Salyers described her theory on the case —
before the newspaper report was published —
when the FBI openly solicited help from the ASM
in the investigation. In a message appealing for
help from ASM members, Van Harp, assistant
director of the FBI’s Washington, DC, field office,
said “a single person” is most likely responsible
for the mailings. “It is very likely that one or
more of you know this individual,” he told ASM
members. 

A $2.5 million dollar award is offered to any-
one providing information that leads to an arrest
of the bioterrorist. The FBI profile describes a
socially withdrawn person who has “a clear,
rational thought process” and is very organized.
“The perpetrator might be described as ‘stand-
offish’ and likely prefers to work in isolation as
opposed to a group/team setting,” Harp told
the ASM. It is possible the mailer used off-hours
in a laboratory or may have even established an
improvised, concealed facility to produce the
anthrax, the FBI profile noted.

“The person is experienced working in a lab-
oratory,” Harp told the ASM. “Based on his 
or her selection of the Ames strain of Bacillus
anthracis, one would expect that this individual
has or had legitimate access to select biological
agents at some time. This person has the techni-
cal knowledge and/or expertise to produce a
highly refined and deadly product.”

Indeed, the Ames strain used in the attacks has
been used in bioweapons research both in the
United States and worldwide, Salyers says. In
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addition, given the elaborate research protocol
required, it is unlikely a university laboratorian
creating anthrax would go undetected no matter
how “standoffish” he or she was.

“I’m just telling you what you have to go
through if you were crazy enough to be a bioter-
rorist,” Salyers says. “If a deranged scientist tried
to do this in a university laboratory, red flags
would be going up all along the way.”

Recipe for disaster

The first step — cultivating the bacteria and
producing spores — is something that almost any
microbiologist could do, she says.

“But you get this slush, and that is not going to
hurt anybody,” she says. “There are people who
will tell you that you can do this the hard way
with a mortar and pestle and grind it up in the lab-
oratory. But it is clear that the powder that was in
the letters was a much higher quality than that.”

The anthrax “slush” must be ground into a
fine powder to be capable of getting past human
respiratory defenses. “The machinery for doing
this is mostly in military research laboratories,”
Salyers says. In addition, sophisticated treat-
ment of the spores must be done to defeat their
general property of clumping and sticking
together.

“You would want to treat the spores so that
they don’t stick together and also so that you get
a preparation that is very volatile — goes into the
air and stays in the air,” she adds. 

Regardless of whether the mailer worked in a
military lab or other facility, there is growing con-
sensus that the attacks were not the work of for-
eign terrorists. 

“The current thinking among many people is
that this is a domestic event that kind of occurred
in the slipstream of 9/11,” says William Schaffner,
MD, ASM member and chairman of preventive
medicine at the Vanderbilt University School of
Medicine in Nashville, TN. 

“The [FBI profile] characteristics don’t seem
terribly surprising. They seem akin to the kind of
characteristics that were part of the picture of [the
Unabomber] Ted Kaczynski — a disgruntled per-
son who is very bright, and in this instance, has a
substantial amount of professional and techno-
logical expertise in order to carry this off.”

[Editor’s note: Those who think they may have
information relevant to the case can contact the FBI
via telephone at (800) CRIME TV — (800) 274-6388
— or via e-mail: Amerithrax@FBI.gov.] �

Bioterrorism forensics:
The burden of proof 
If bug does not fit, you must acquit? 

Already asked by federal investigators to assist
in finding the anthrax mailer, the American

Society of Microbiology (ASM) is taking the next
step and discussing the emerging science of
bioterrorism forensics. 

Despite an impressive array of scientific meth-
ods, primarily used in health care epidemiology
and outbreak investigations, linking a pathogen
to a terrorist will not be easy.

“You want to trace it back to the ‘smoking gun,’
says Abigail Salyers, PhD, ASM president and 
a professor of microbiology at the University of
Illinois in Urbana-Champaign. “We know how to
tell what bullet came from what particular gun.
But when it is bacteria, viruses, or other microor-
ganisms we really don’t have established foren-
sics for that.”

To address the issue, the ASM will hold meet-
ings later this year that may result in a booklet on
how to use molecular epidemiology techniques to
establish a chain of evidence rather than identify
the source of an outbreak, she says.

The methods typically used by outbreak inves-
tigators include DNA fingerprinting and pulsed-
field gel electrophoresis. But using such methods
to link a bioterrorist to a biological weapon would
be unprecedented, Salyers notes. “Suppose they
find somebody [who] might have perpetrated the
[anthrax attacks], and they find some spores on
that person or the immediate environment.” 

“Trying to prove that that is the [exact strain]
will be unprecedented. It is not just a question of
finding the person. It is a question of what are
going to be the legally binding types of evi-
dence,” Salyers explains.

Another problem in the anthrax attacks is 
the separation of act and outcome, she says. As
opposed to a bomb exploding and leaving an
immediate impact, the anthrax mailer had time
to dispose of evidence after the mailings. 

“You have a perpetration of an act and the 
consequences of the act separated by nearly a
month,” she says. “There has been a lot of time
for the perpetrator to cover up tracks. This is very
different from putting nerve gas into a subway
system, where the cause and effect are very close
together,” Salyers adds.  �
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