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Frequently Asked Questions

Q. Would there be enough antibiotics available if many people were exposed to a biological agent at one time?
A. The CDC's National Pharmaceutical Stockpile Program (NPSP) was established to ensure the availability of life saving pharmaceuticals, antibiotics, chemical interventions, as well as medical, surgical and patient support supplies and equipment for prompt delivery to the site of a disaster, including a possible biological event anywhere in the U.S. The NPSP also has vaccine available to address smallpox threats. The components of the NPSP include 12-hour Push Packages for immediate response and Vendor Managed Inventory (VMI). The 12-hour Push Packages are designed for immediate deployment to reach any affected area within 12 hours of the federal decision to treat the exposed population. The VMI is for those situations requiring a larger response and are expected to arrive within 24-36 hours.

Q. Is the smallpox vaccine effective if the disease has been contracted?
A. In the case of those who may have been exposed to smallpox, the vaccine can lessen the severity of or even prevent illness if given within 4 days after exposure. Vaccine against smallpox contains another live virus called vaccinia. The vaccine does not contain smallpox virus.

Q. If I was vaccinated against smallpox before 1972, will I get smallpox if exposed?
A. It's uncertain how much immunity would be present after a period of years has gone by. Some experts estimate that a single dose of smallpox vaccine offers protection for about three to five years and not more than ten years. Since routine vaccinations ended in the U.S. in 1972 that means our entire population must be considered highly vulnerable. It is possible that a revaccination for someone who was immunized as a child might boost immunity faster than a first time vaccination.

Q. What laws are in place concerning biological agents?
A. The Patriot Act (2001) and the Public Health Security and BioTerrorism Preparedness and Response Act (2002) are examples of laws in place to help in preventing biological agents from being used inappropriately. Section 817 of the Patriot Act criminalizes possession of biological agents unless justified by a "prophylactic, protective, bona fide research, or other peaceful purpose." It also prohibits the possession, transport, and receipt of selected agents by convicted felons, foreign nationals from terrorism-sponsoring nations, individuals dishonorably discharged from the Armed Services, and unlawful users of controlled substances.

The Public Health Security and BioTerrorism Preparedness and Response Act requires that the Secretary of Health and Human Services maintain a list of select agents; requires research facilities possessing select agents to register their possession to the CDC, requires background checks of those in possession of select agents to ensure they are not convicted felons, etc.; and requires the "Establishment of safeguard and security measures to prevent access for such agents and toxins for use in domestic or international terrorism or for any other criminal purpose."

Q. What is the difference between a chemical and a biological attack agent?
A. Unlike a chemical agent attack, which would cause an almost immediate reaction, a biological attack would not cause a reaction until after an incubation period. It might take from 24 to 48 hours before people would start showing what often are non-specific, flu-like symptoms which would then progress to whatever symptoms the specific agent would normally cause.

Q. How do you defend yourself against an attack you don't even know has happened?
A. The best defense comes from using a combination of awareness and education to rapidly detect, warn, and report any incident. Knowing what the characteristics of a suspicious letter or package are is a good line of defense. The individual does not need to know immediately whether it is anthrax or plague. They need to know how to report any suspicious incident and how to work with a certified laboratory. The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) is the lead agency for any incident, which includes biological agents or Weapons of Mass Destructions (WMD).

Q. What is important to a mail manager about biological agents?
A. While it may be laborious to plan an attack using aerosol release of biological agents in an airplane or crowd, it is easier to mail the agent in a letter or package. The agent may be mailed in powder or aerosol form and would offer a clue to the dissemination. By being aware of these substances, a mail manager may be the first to protect others from serious consequences.

Q. What are some considerations I might make if I think an event has occurred?
A. If you think you might have been exposed to a biological agent, after calling the appropriate first responder, consider the following:

· Identify those who were exposed. Document names, addresses, telephone numbers of all individuals entering the area of agent release after the time of release; document where individuals were located in relation to the point of agent release. 

· Maintain the scene by treating the area of release as a crime scene. All items contained within the area of release may be considered as evidence, including the clothes of individuals exposed. 

· Be aware of the potential for time lag and remind others so they do not panic. Victims of a biological weapons attack may not exhibit symptoms until many days after the attack occurred; you probably have time for a coordinated response with public health officials. 

· Stay calm and help reassure others, exposure may not necessarily indicate the need for decontamination or isolation, it depends on the agent. 

