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Cearing up to tackle future outbreaks

Anni e Freeda Cruez

BACKED by experience mned fromthe N pah Virus and Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) outbreaks, the Health Mnistry has set up a
teamto draw up a national outbreak preparedness plan

The plan would help the ministry tackle any eventuality as a result of
out breaks of infectious diseases, including bio-terrorist attacks

According to Deputy Director-Ceneral of Health Datuk Dr Ismail Merican
the plan envisages the setting up of rapid response teans at district,
State and national |evels.

Mermbers woul d be selected and matched according to their expertise and
experience, allow ng each group to nove quickly and effectively.

"Clear lines of authority and conmunications have to be established in
such an event," Dr Ismail said

"Anong other things, the teans must anal yse epideniol ogi cal infornmation
concerning infectious diseases and plan for control and response
strategies in the |ight of overall programme objectives."

These include the training of personnel, identifying resources needed
for efficient inplenentation of a rapid response, outbreak identification,
verification, response and nanagenent, and conmunication with the public
and the nedia during an outbreak.

In addition, the teans woul d assess the investigation and response
identify how best to inprove these efforts, and recomrend policy changes
and i nmprovenents.

"A crucial element of the outbreak preparedness plan is surveillance and
early detection.™

Legal ly, authorities nust be notified when there are incidents of
specific infectious diseases. To supplenent this, Dr Ismail said, a
| abor at ory-based surveillance and a syndromic surveillance systens have
been introduced.

"Al'l these surveillance systens nust be integrated. A Surveillance Unit
under the Disease Control Division has been established for this purpose.”

He added that efforts were being nade to make all notifications
el ectronic so that seanmless, real-tine reporting and updating of data can
be achi eved.

He said local surveillance nust be conplenmented by internationa
surveill ance

"A system of networking with other international agencies is required to
facilitate information-sharing," he added

Dr Ismail said that an inportant aspect of surveillance was the ability
to detect the disease early.

Heal t hcare workers nust be aware of the characteristics of a bio-
terrorist attack, especially as they are often insidious and initially
unnoti ced.

Classic bio-terrorist weapons such as anthrax, plague and small pox are
infections that are no longer seen in Malaysia. It is crucial, therefore
that healthcare workers be trained to recogni se such di seases, especially
those in the front line such as casualty and outpatient doctors and
general practitioners.

The investigation and managenent of these outbreaks also require much
pl anni ng, co-ordination of activities and resource allocation

Public health practitioners are required to investigate and contro
these outbreaks, while |aboratories have to be prepared to handle the



speci mens and nake the necessary identifications.

Dr Ismail said sone of the agents involved were highly pathogenic and
woul d require special high containnment facilities for their processing

A Biosafety Level 3 facility has been established at the Institute for
Medi cal Research and anot her has been planned for the National Public
Heal t h Laboratory in Sungai Bul oh

Simlarly, Dr Ismail said, nortuaries have to be upgraded to enable
post-nortens to be undertaken safely and pathol ogists nust be trained to
perform these post-nortens.

"Clinical facilities nust also be prepared for bio-terrorist attacks.
Hospitals need to have adequate decontami nation and isolation facilities
for patients and appropriate personal protective equipnent for healthcare
wor ker s.

"Infectious control measures have to be put in place and all healthcare
wor kers have to be appropriately trained."

Sufficient supplies of critical itens |ike essential antibiotics,
vacci nes, disinfectants and personal protective equipnment nust be
stockpiled and distributed in a tinely and efficient manner in tinmes of
crisis.

In this regard, the mnistry will be setting up an Institute of Natura
Products Research and Vaccinology with the assistance of the Mnistry of
Sci ence, Technology and Environnent as part of the BioValley initiative

Dr Ismail said appropriate attention would also be paid to
conmuni cations as such incidents were bound to generate nmuch fear, anxiety
and pani c anong the public.

The ministry, he said, would work closely with other governnent agencies
and non-governmental organisations during crises.

Handl ing SARS, Dr Ismail said, proved successful even though it was a
new i nfectious di sease caused by a novel virus.

"This is, to a great extent, due to the pronpt and proactive neasures
taken by the mnistry and the close co-operation we have with various
nmnistries and agencies in the National Conmittee for SARS Control, and,
of course, nenbers of the nedia and the public."

"W realise that dissemination of reliable, accurate and tinely
information to everyone is crucial

"W had mgjor problens in the beginning, minly because of runour-
nongering and uncertainties in the handling and nmanagenent of cases and
cont act s.

"But we nanaged to overcone them by providing up-to-date information
through daily Press briefings, guidelines, advisories, panphlets,
presentations to various groups, talk shows, foruns, a dedicated website
and close collaboration with the Wrld Health Organisation.”

The recent SARS outbreak denonstrated how an extraordinarily well -
coordinated effort can address the threat of energing infectious diseases
in the 21st century.

The gl obal virtual conmunication of scientists, clinicians and
researchers helped to provide up-to-the-mnute information for clinicians,
heal t hcare workers and public health officials.

The network of |aboratories took advantage of nbdern commrunication
technol ogies to enable the outcone of investigations on clinical sanples
of SARS patients to be shared in real tinme, and this was really trenmendous
and has helped in the identification of a novel coronavirus as the
probabl e causative agent of the new di sease.

Dr Ismail said the laws pertaining to the prevention and control of
i nfectious diseases in Malaysia would be reviewed and appropriate
amendnents woul d be nmade where necessary.

"A blueprint on how to handle energing infection will be prepared based



on the experience gained fromthe SARS out break."

He said that a lot of thought and planning was required to achieve the
necessary | evel of preparedness.

"Training of personnel is crucial and there is a need to draw up such a
training programe as soon as possible. Simlarly, the infrastructure in
the public health sector, hospitals and | aboratories have to be uggraded."

Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mhathir Mhanmad recently announced the
setting up of the Centre for Disease Control at IMR and the setting up of
the Institute of Natural Products Research and Vaccinology in the Econonic
Stinmul us package.

The CDC at IMR will be nodelled after the conmunicabl e di sease centre at
the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, US. It would serve prinmarily
as a research and training centre on all aspects of infectious diseases in
Mal aysia and the region, said Dr |smail

Anpbng its activities will be to strengthen systens and nechani sns as
well as create opportunities for research in all aspects of infectious
di seases, provide expertise, collaborate closely, conduct training
i mprove health education, strengthen nosocom al infections and antibiotic
usage control activities and create |linkages with simlar regiona
centres.

The activities of the Institute of Natural Products Research and
Vacci nol ogy woul d include ensuring an adequate supply of basic chil dhood
vacci nes and catering for research and devel opnent for newer vaccines
required in the Asean region (such as Nipah Virus, Japanese encephalitis,
enterovirus and dengue vacci nes).

It would also train and devel op experts on vaccine research and
devel opnent, and seek smart partnershi ps on bio-technol ogy.
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