Germ Warfare—Are You Ready?
By Dr. Christopher G. Hennen, Plans Officer, DPTMS, USAG West Point, NY

When an outbreak of the Spanish flu spread worldwide in 1918, doctors in New York City advised patients that they could cure their illness with red onions and coffee. Alarmed by its potential, authorities closed the subways, amusement parks, and theaters. In upstate New York, public health officials distributed a poster warning people against “careless spitting, coughing, and sneezing.” These assorted precautions had mixed results as an estimated 675,000 Americans – and over 20 million persons worldwide – died during that outbreak.

Occasionally, and unpredictably, influenza sweeps the world, infecting 20 to 40 percent of the population, or about 1.4 to 2.7 billion people in a single year. A global – or pandemic – influenza (PI) is considered by health experts to be a high-probability, high-consequence event, yet no one knows when the next pandemic will occur, and there may be very little warning (a few weeks to a few months) before it reaches our area. It is the abrupt upsurge in illness – outstripping response capacity – that makes pandemics so disruptive. Previous pandemics have hit like the epidemiological equivalent of a flash flood. They have started abruptly without warning, swept through populations with ferocious velocity, and left considerable damage in their wakes. 

In New York alone, a pandemic of even modest severity could result in thousands of deaths and the sickening of millions, even among previously healthy persons. A new and highly deadly strain of the influenza virus, called “H5N1,” has been found in birds in Asia and Europe and has shown it can infect humans. Health officials believe that if this virus undergoes further change, it could very well be the source of a new pandemic, one to which people will have little, if any, immunity.

Preventive and therapeutic measures, including vaccines and antiviral agents, will likely be in short supply, as may some antibiotics to treat secondary infections. Health-care workers and other first responders will likely be at even higher risk of exposure and illness than the general population, further impeding an effective response. Widespread illness in our community will increase the likelihood of sudden and potentially significant shortages of personnel – security and medical personnel, staff and faculty, public works employees – to provide essential and other community services. Unlike other public health emergencies, an influenza pandemic will impact communities across the state and the nation simultaneously. Although it is impossible to know whether the currently circulating H5N1 strain will cause a human pandemic, history and science suggest that the world will face one or more pandemics this century. 
If a new and severe strain of flu were to begin spreading across the globe, New York – and West Point – would not likely be spared from its impact. However, the silver lining in this dark cloud is that the H5N1 virus has given us not only a clear warning, but time to enhance preparedness. Therefore, contingency planning, education, and emergency-preparedness exercises are needed to coordinate the efforts among all West Point constituencies, in collaboration with our local, regional, and state partners, to address the anticipated impacts.

While West Point officials are doing much to prepare for a pandemic, individual action and individual responsibility are necessary for the success of any measures. Influenza virus is transmitted primarily by droplets through the coughing and sneezing of infected persons, but it can be transmitted by direct contact with contaminated surfaces. The hand of a susceptible person acquires the virus, which then enters the body through contact of the hand with the mouth, nose, or eye. Although an annual influenza vaccination is the best method of protection against influenza, other personal protective measures (PPM), such as washing hands frequently, covering coughs, practicing good hygiene, and staying home when sick, will help control the spread of influenza. Not only should you take action to protect yourself and your family, you should also take action to prevent the spread of influenza if you or anyone in your family becomes ill.

While our hope is that a pandemic will not occur, you should be aware that West Point officials are taking a proactive approach to addressing pandemic influenza issues for our community. We are working closely with local and state health officials to share the most-up-to-date information as it becomes available. We are coordinating our efforts with other Department of Defense and Department of the Army agencies involved in pandemic influenza planning, and we will continue to monitor the situation so we are able to effectively respond to any circumstance. 

As part of West Point’s effort to prepare for an infectious disease emergency, DPTMS will conduct two PI exercises: a tabletop (scenario-driven) discussion Thursday, February 19, followed by a drill (a test of specific preparedness functions) Friday, February 20. Although the overarching aim of these exercises is to assess the adequacy of plans, personnel, and resources to meet anticipated needs, this year’s focus will be on non-pharmaceutical (i.e., non-medical interventions to delay or contain the virus) aspects of PI preparedness rather than medical interventions (e.g., antivirals and vaccines). The tabletop exercise will focus on facilities needed to support medical surge capacity (e.g., isolation, quarantine). 
According to Joe Colombo, DPTMS Chief of Operations and Plans, “This year’s drill will focus on the ability of the installation’s security personnel to implement PI protective measures, the effectiveness of our risk communication and education campaign, and the adequacy of quarantine and isolation facilities to manage the anticipated surge of patients. These objectives are among those critically important to our ability to protect people and continue mission essential operations throughout West Point.”
But West Point first responders cannot do it alone. Due to the widespread impact of a pandemic, the entire community must be involved in planning and preparing for an effective response and rapid recovery. Doing so before the virus strikes is our best approach to developing a strong safety net of people, plans, and resources to get us through the difficult times. 
“It’s imperative that we prepare for pandemic flu,” Colombo said. “At some point, we’ll have a pandemic event. We need to get cadets, families, and the work force ready. Our greatest ability to limit the impact of this potential threat is if our community focuses on our Ready West Point motto: ‘Make a kit, Have a Plan, and Be informed.’” 

Thus, we encourage you to learn more about pandemic influenza by visiting the Ready West Point website (http://www.usma.edu/Garrison/sites/directorates/dptms/cepip/), the Department of Defense’s Pandemic Influenza Watchboard (http://fhp.osd.mil/aiWatchboard/), the US Department of Health and Human Services’ website (www.pandemicflu.gov), or the New York State Department of Health’s website (www.nyhealth.gov).  Each site contains valuable information about what each of us can and should be doing to prepare for the possibility of an influenza pandemic. The Command Channel will present a video broadcast on pandemic preparedness called PlanFirst on Tuesday, 17 Feb at 6pm; Wednesday, 18 Feb at Noon; Thursday, 19 Feb at 9am; and Friday, 20 Feb at 7:30pm.
Our highly mobile and interconnected world remains extremely vulnerable. No one can say whether the present situation will turn out to be another narrow escape or the prelude to the first pandemic of the 21st century. Should the latter event occur, we must not be caught unprepared. “Flu people have a saying: ‘The clock is ticking. We just don’t know what time it is,’” said Gene Lucchese, an emergency management specialist with the New York State Emergency Management Office. With your cooperation and readiness, together we will be well-prepared to confront this emerging threat. Are you ready?
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