Potpourri

During 2001, a total of 15,989 cases of
tuberculosis (TB) were reported from the
50 states and the District of Columbia,
representing a 2% decrease from 2000 and
a 40% decrease from 1992. The case-rate
among foreign-born persons is now at least
8 times higher than among US-born
residents. In 1991, 73% of reported TB
were among US-born persons (8.2
cases/100,000) while 27% were foreign-
born (case rate 33.9/100,000). In
comparison, there was an equal distribution
of TB cases in these two populations in
2001, with respective case rates of 3.1 and
26.6. The number of states with > 50% of
their cases now among the foreign-born
stood at 23 in 2001.
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Kansas City has experienced nearly a 40%
a decline in TB cases since 1996. The
cases among the foreign-born increased
from 12% to 44% during this time. And,
while 32 TB cases in 2001 does not seem
like a significant number, it must be
remembered that Health Department staff
had to work through 2,077 reports and
referrals to be able to identify those cases.
Through November, the provisional TB case
count for 2002 stood at 23.

Should smallpox virus be released as a
bioterrorist weapon against the US, more
than half of Americans would put their
highest level of trust in their personal
physician when seeking information,
according to a survey released by the

Robert Wood Johnson Foundation on the
11™ of December. By comparison, nearly a
quarter put the most trust in the head of
the Department of Health & Human
Services, and just 19% said they most
trusted the head of the Department of
Homeland Security. This high trust level in
personal physicians is not surprising. A
recent Gallop poll found that nearly two-
thirds of Americans feel confident that the
medical information given to them by their
doctor is accurate. The remaining 34% said
they would opt for a second opinion on
important issues or do independent
research.

Between the 1* of January 2002 and
early December, the Vessel Sanitation
Program, Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), received 21 reports of
outbreaks of acute gastroenteritis among
passengers and crews on cruise ships. This
was triple the number of such outbreaks
reported in 2001. Nine of the 21 outbreaks
were laboratory confirmed as being caused
by noroviruses (MMWR 51:1112,2002).
(Norovirus was recently approved as the
official genus name assigned to the group
of viruses described as ‘Norwalk-like
viruses)

Further, CDC has reported that strains of
noroviruses detected from passengers on 4
different ships were genetically
indistinguishable. In addition, of the 29
non-cruise ship, norovirus-associated
outbreaks for which CDC provided
laboratory confirmation, 5 were caused by
strains that were genetically identical to
those detected during the 4 cruise ship
outbreaks. Thus, it appears that there may
be a predominant norovirus strain
associated with majority of recent
outbreaks. However, this observation must
be tempered by the fact that routine
norovirus surveillance is not routinely
conducted in the US resulting in the scarcity
of data on circulating strains in the general
population.

European bat lyssavirus 2 (EBLV-2), a
virus closely related to rabies, claimed the
life of a Scottish bat conservationist in
November. It is believed that he acquired
the infection from a Daubenton’s bat,
Myotis daubentonii, as the strain from the
man was identical to a EBLV-2 agent
recovered in the same geographic area
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from such a bat earlier in the year.

The rabies-like viruses carried by insectivorous bats in
Europe are referred to as European bat lyssaviruses. These
are from the same family of viruses that cause rabies in
terrestrial mammals and in bats in the Americas, but differ
in genotype and serotype. Despite testing of about 200 bats
a year, EBLV has been found in the United Kingdom only
once before, that in 1996 when two Daubenton bats were
found positive. Between 1977 and 2000, only 630 cases of
EBLV-1 or EBLV-2 have been found in Europe, mainly in
Germany, Denmark, and the Netherlands.

Prior to the Scottish human case, only 3 other persons are
known to have died from EBLV infections since 1977. Those
cases involved girls 11 y and 15 y old in Russia in 1985 and
1977, respectively, and a Finnish bat handler in 1985. Since
1996, British authorities have recommended that all bat
handlers be administered pre-exposure rabies vaccine, and
maintain their scheduled booster vaccinations.

A review of the emerging epidemiology of bat-associated
cryptic cases of rabies in humans in the US was published in
September (Clin Infect Dis 35:738, 2002). According to that
report, the rabies virus variants associated with the silver-
haired bat (Lasionycteris noctivagans) and the eastern
pipistrelle bat ( Pjpistrellus subflavus) are the culprits of most
cryptic cases of rabies in humans in this country.

There is little argument that homeless people may be at
risk for certain infectious and chronic diseases as a result of
their lifestyle and other social factors (Can Med Assoc J
164:229, 2001), such as the growing recognition of rat-
associated diseases amongst the homeless (J Infect Dis
186:1673, 2002). But, the underlying question of whether
homelessness is hazardous to one’s health is less clear (Can
J Public Health 93:407, 2002). For example, among men,
periods of homeless shelter use are associated with higher
mortality. This finding does not necessarily mean that
homelessness itself increases the risk of death. First, the
hazard of death associated with shelter use compared to
non-shelter use may be significantly different from that
associated with homelessness compared to non-
homelessness. And second, the association between shelter
use and risk of death may be confounded by other variables
such as alcohol and drug use. Therefore, there is a need for
more research into the possible adverse effects of
homelessness on health.

Asecond dose of varicella vaccine may be needed for
children (New Engl J Med 347:1909, 2002). During an
outbreak at a New Hampshire day care center, the vaccine
failed to protect 56% who had been vaccinated, according
to CDC. This was considerably higher than that reported in
previous studies in which the rate varied from 0-29%. The
effectiveness of the vaccine was 44.0% against disease of
any severity and 86.0% against moderate or severe disease.
Children who had been vaccinated >3 years before the

outbreak were at greater risk for vaccine failure than those
who had been vaccinated more recently.

In mid-December, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA)
approved a new vaccine formulation for children that will
reduce the number of required vaccines for infants from 9 to
3. The vaccine, to be marked under the brand name Pediarix
by SmithKline Beecham Pharmaceuticals, is a combination
that protects against diphtheria, tetanus, pertussis, polio,
and hepatitis B. This new vaccine would be administered as
a series at ages 2, 4 and 6 months.

The recent holidays may have seen Americans spend
~$768,000,000 on gifts for their pet dogs and cats. This
estimate was based on there being 128 million cats and
dogs in the US in 2001 (JAVMA 221:1572, 2002) and an
average of $6 spent per animal — this dollar amount is what
the average British dog and/or cat owner spends per animal
(Reuters News, 12/10/02). Between 1996 and 2001, the US
cat population increased by 9.8 million to 66.8 million, while
the dog population increased by 8.7 million to 61.2 million.

In the 1% of December issue of Internal Medicine News,
Donald Henderson presented an argument for eradicating
the word “eradication” from infectious disease prevention
and control thinking. This may seem like a strange position
for the man who led the World Health Organization’s (WHO)
smallpox eradication program for 11 years. Part of his
argument is based on the assumption that the threat of
deliberate release of an eradicated disease agent negates
the potential cost savings to society resulting from
eradication. He contrasted the eradication for smallpox with
its successor, poliomyelitis, including the difficulties in truly
certifying an area free of polio virus given the high
frequency of inapparent infections, prolonged excretion by
immunocompromised individuals (5-10 y), difficulty in
determining that flaccid paralysis cases are the result of
polio virus infection (surveillance), revertant vaccine strains,
and potential weaponized polio strains, including the
creation of the virus in the laboratory.

Although behind schedule and already costing ~$2 billion
(20 times more than the smallpox program), WHO continues
to move forward (MMWR 51:993, 2002). However, there are
now concerns about individuals who continue to shed polio
virus. Most vaccinated babies who receive oral formulations
of the vaccine stop excreting weakened virus after 5-6
weeks. In a few cases it can take 6 months. Yet, an
individual dubbed Polio Man has been producing virus for
>20 y (New Scientist 7/27/02). Polio Man is one of 17
known long-term excreters of the virus. It is believed that
Polio Man originally excreted vaccine polio virus following
vaccination. But over the years it is mutated back into the
natural virus. The big question is how many more persons
like Polio Man exist. The numbers mostly likely are not large,
but certainly are higher than the 17 individuals identified so
far.






residence, which helps to maintain a higher physical
functional status. Of the 3,100 people studied for 5 vy,
women were more likely to survive, overall, but the men and
women most likely to survive were those who lived near
grassy or tree-filled walking areas and those who lived near
parks or and on tree-lined streets. Further, men were less
likely to survive if they lived in noisy areas clogged with
automobiles and factories. In addition, the number of hours
of sunlight that streamed into home windows seemed to
influence longevity as well. The more hours of sunshine in

the home, the greater the likelihood for surviving the 5 y
study period. This was true for men, but not women.

The availability of supermarkets in a neighborhood appears
to influence the amount of fruit and vegetables that people
eat. Black Americans were found to consume 32% more
fruits and vegetables and white Americans 11% more for
each additional supermarket in the neighborhoods where
they lived (Am J Public Health 92:1761, 2002).

Medicare spent >$8 billion in 1999 to treat injuries to
senior citizens, accounting for 6% of Medicare fee-for-
service claims. One in 5 seniors was treated for an injury at
a cost of $1,272/incident (Health Aff 21:215, 2002).
Fractures accounted for %4 of the injury related spending.

Occupational reaction to natural rubber latex glove use by
healthcare employees in Oregon resulted in an annual
worker’s compensation claim rate of 0.58/10,000 health care

workers between 1987-1998 (BMC Public Health 2:21,
2002). This rate represented 0.29% of all workers
compensation claims. The most common condition
experienced was dermatitis (80%) and the most commonly
affected body parts were the hands (55.4%). The majority
of claimants (69.2%) reported taking <1 month off work,
suggesting most reactions were minor in nature, although 1
death did occur. The rare incidence of respiratory and ocular
claims was inconsistent with the hypothesis that asthmatic
or conjunctival reactions to this type of glove is common.
The average claim cost was $8,309.48.
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