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Cambridge Public Health Department

119 Windsor Street ( Ground Level ( Cambridge, MA 02139
Cambridge Health Alliance





       617.665.3800 ( Fax 617.665.3888
TO:         
Robert W. Healy City Manager

FROM:     

Harold Cox, Chief Public Health Officer




DATE:
September 14, 2005

SUBJECT: 
Response to Policy Order #1, dated 8/1/05

Summary of Order:  Coordinate with the Cambridge Public Health Department to provide necessary resources to initiate and support emergency preparedness efforts in the event of an influenza pandemic, to report interagency and/or intermunicipal partnerships related to such an event, and to describe the extent to which Cambridge is involved in our region’s Emergency Preparedness Coalition.


The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, along with the World Health Organization, anticipate that there will be an influenza pandemic within the next ten years.  This prediction is based on the history of influenza, the science of epidemiology, and global health monitoring. 

Pandemics are different from seasonal outbreaks of influenza, which are experienced every winter in the United States.  Seasonal flu outbreaks are caused by strains of influenza viruses that already exist among humans.  Pandemic outbreaks, however, are caused by viral strains that have not circulated among people for a long time or have never been detected in people.  Past flu pandemics have led to high levels of illness, death, social disruption, and economic loss.
 

The Cambridge Public Health Department (CPHD) has a record of effective response to new and familiar disease threats.  In recent years, the Department has responded to the challenges posed by diseases previously unknown in the United States (West Nile virus and SARS), bioterrorism (anthrax), and last year’s flu vaccine shortage.  

In spite of these experiences, it would be naïve to claim that the health department or city is adequately prepared for a flu pandemic.  In addition to public health issues posed by pandemic flu, there are other significant factors to consider.  These issues include maintaining essential public services during a crisis (e.g., public safety, public works) and keeping businesses and local government functioning in the face of a diminished workforce.  

Role of Cambridge Public Health in a Flu Pandemic

The Cambridge Public Health Department leads the city’s planning efforts for a potential flu pandemic in Cambridge.   The department has developed an emergency dispensing plan, hired a team of epidemiologists who monitor disease trends, and established a strong communications network with local, regional, and state health and public safety officials. 

Note:  The department’s Advanced Practice Center for Emergency Preparedness is responsible for leading public health emergency preparedness activities in Cambridge, facilitating hospital preparedness work for the Cambridge Health Alliance’s three hospitals and 21 primary care sites, and tracking communicable disease outbreaks in the region.  The Advanced Practice Center is also responsible for managing and facilitating the work of Massachusetts Public Health Emergency Preparedness Region 4B, which is comprised of Cambridge and 26 other municipalities surrounding Boston.  The program is one of eight national demonstrations sites funded by the National Association of County and City Health Officers.
Local & State Partnerships.  At the local level, Lynn Schoeff, the Director of Emergency Preparedness, chairs the Hospital Operations Group, a subcommittee of the city’s local emergency planning committee (LEPC).  In addition, CPHD staff participate in the Massachusetts Department of Public Health Pandemic Planning Committee and workgroup.   The department is also active in the Metropolitan Boston Homeland Security Region and with the Council of Boston Teaching Hospitals’ Disaster Committee.

The following sections outline some key components of planning for and responding to a flu pandemic.

Planning

· State-Level Planning.   CPHD staff members are active in the Massachusetts Department of Public Health Pandemic Planning workgroup.  Among the challenging issues addressed by this workgroup are determining priority groups for flu vaccination, establishing protocols for accessing the Strategic National Stockpile of pharmaceuticals, and managing a large number of fatalities.

· Regional Flu Clinics.  CPHD organized regional flu clinics (in partnership with neighboring communities) to maximize limited resources during last year’s vaccine shortage.  The intent is to use this strategy to augment local flu clinics in the event of an outbreak that overwhelms local resources. 

· Mutual Aid Agreements. The department’s Advanced Practice Center for Emergency Preparedness is currently working on a mutual aid agreement, modeled after those used by fire and police departments for many years, to facilitate intermunicipal public health responses to emergencies or disasters.  

· Dispensing Sites.  CPHD has developed a template for Emergency Dispensing Sites to be used in variety of scenarios, ranging from dispensing oral antibiotics (as antiviral medications might be administered in a flu pandemic) to vaccine injections.  This plan would be implemented in Cambridge and throughout Region 4B.  The plan requires close collaboration among several City departments needed to participate in establishing mass emergency dispensing of medication or vaccines.

· Flu pandemic exercises.   In May 2005, CPHD sponsored a conference for 13 communities to further develop the interdepartmental relationships, knowledge, and skills that would be essential in a flu pandemic.  An important feature of the conference was a “tabletop” exercise that called for the management of an avian flu pandemic at the local level.

The tabletop exercise has been refined and will be repeated for nine UASI (Urban Area Strategic Initiative) region communities in late September 2005.  The tabletop will require participation from police, fire, EMS, emergency management, health care, public works, and public schools as well as the public health department.  It will include opportunities to test inter-agency and inter-municipal cooperation.  Participating communities include Cambridge, Boston, Somerville, Chelsea, Everett, Winthrop, Revere, Brookline, and Quincy.

The event will be co-sponsored by Harvard School of Public Health Center for Public Health Preparedness; Boston Public Health Commission; Boston EMS; and the DelValle Institute for Emergency Preparedness.  

Monitoring Flu Outbreaks

In recent years, public health officials at the federal, state, and local levels have developed disease monitoring initiatives in response to concerns about bioterrorism.  These systems are also designed to detect emerging infectious diseases and improve surveillance of flu activity.  

At the global level, the World Health Organization and Centers for Disease Control closely monitor disease outbreaks that could have an impact worldwide (e.g., SARS, avian flu) and disseminate this information on their public websites. 

Closer to home, CPHD has partnered with the Massachusetts Department of Public Health (MDPH) and the Boston Public Health Commission on surveillance projects to monitor emergency department activity that may signal a health threat.  These surveillance systems, designed to detect clusters of symptoms or diseases, can signal an early and timely response to influenza or other disease outbreak.  

It is extremely unfortunate, however, that recent cuts in state funding for  public health programs have led MDPH to consolidate surveillance activity and therefore eliminate funding for the CPHD surveillance program.  Nonetheless, CPHD staff includes a group of highly trained epidemiologists, led by Lise Fried, PhD, Director of Epidemiology Services, who work closely with colleagues at the state and in Boston to monitor disease trends.  This group has been instrumental in designing and testing the surveillance systems and in developing protocols for responding to alerts.
Gathering and Sharing Timely Information 

Throughout the year, CPHD is in close contact with the Massachusetts Department of Public Health, particularly its Center for Emergency Preparedness and State Laboratory Institute.   As members of the MDPH Pandemic Planning Committee and workgroup, CPHD staff receive regular updates on the status of vaccine production and the latest news about avian flu and other emerging infectious diseases.  CPHD staff also participates in the MDPH Strategic National Stockpile working group, and is involved in developing strategies for the distribution of emergency medical supplies and implementation of emergency dispensing sites that would be necessary in a pandemic.  CPHD receives alerts from the  MDPH Health and Homeland Alert Network.  The department is active in the Metropolitan Boston Homeland Security Region and with the Council of Boston Teaching Hospitals’ Disaster Committee.

As during last year’s flu vaccine shortage,  information would be shared with residents, city staff, and health care providers in the event of a flu pandemic through the following mechanisms:

· CPHD staff would use email and conference calls to keep Cambridge health care providers apprised of the situation 

· CPHD staff would publish flu advisories and related information on its website (www.cambridgepublichealth.org) in city publications, on city billboards, and in the local media.

Areas of Concern

While the health department’s ongoing flu pandemic preparedness activities are well organized and adhere to state guidelines, there remain issues of critical concern in an influenza pandemic, many of which are beyond the scope of a local public health department.  These issues include:

· Vaccine Production. There are questions about whether an effective vaccine can be developed quickly enough to reduce sickness and death. In recent years, access to vaccine has sometimes been limited by problems in production and distribution.  New vaccines, which take several months to develop, would be needed in quantities far exceeding what is produced for an ordinary flu season.  

· Young, healthy people at greatest risk.  Each year certain vulnerable groups with highest risk of morbidity and mortality (elderly, very young children, pregnant women, and people with certain chronic health conditions) are specifically targeted for flu vaccine.  An alarming aspect of pandemic flu is that it has had the greatest impact on young, healthy people.

· Quarantine. During an outbreak of such a highly infectious and dangerous disease, the city would be faced with difficult decisions about travel restrictions and quarantine.  

· Diminished health care workforce.  During a flu pandemic, health care throughout the country will be compromised by limited capacity to respond to the large influx of patients.  This situation will be further exacerbated by a workforce diminished by high disease rates among health care providers who, as in the case of SARS, may be at increased risk for exposure and illness. 

Conclusion

The Cambridge Public Health Department will remain active in planning and communication with the Massachusetts Department of Public Health to maximize our preparedness for a flu pandemic.
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� “Information about influenza pandemics.”  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  May 12, 2005.  Available at: www.cdc.gov/flu/avian/gen-info/pandemics.htm.
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