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This is the first in a series of regular updates on the status of smallpox vaccination planning in VA.  

Brief background summary:  In the summer of 2002, HHS began discussions with VA and other federal agencies about the possibility of a national smallpox initiative.  VA was specifically asked to assist in administering vaccinations if it were necessary to use an unlicensed product under an investigational new drug (IND) protocol.  A work group was assembled in September and a plan was drafted.  However, in November 2002, adequate supplies of Dryvax, the Wyeth product, which had been used many years ago, as well as the diluent necessary to reconstitute it for use, were licensed.  In December, the President announced that the US would begin vaccinating approximately 500,000 health care workers in the first phase of a national smallpox vaccination program.  The second phase would include up to 10 million first responders and other Americans necessary to keep vital services running in case of a bioterrorism attack using the smallpox virus.

VHA had identified 90 VAMCs distributed throughout the country that had the necessary isolation rooms, equipment and staff to care for a case (or cases) of smallpox.  Smallpox Health Care Response Teams (SHRTs) of approximately 100 volunteers would be vaccinated in order to provide care if a case should appear at that hospital until the remainder of the staff could be vaccinated.  Approximately 10 members of the team would be designated Smallpox Vaccination Teams to manage the care of vaccines and to help with staff education.  If possible, VAMCs would participate in their community public health response and vaccination program and each state had a VA liaison appointed by the appropriate VISN or VISNs to communicate with the state and local health departments.  HHS has announced that they are willing to provide VA with 9,000 doses of vaccine under an MOU.

Current Status:  A written smallpox vaccination plan for health care response team members (phase I) is in the concurrence process.   All offices have responded with comments or concurrence except the office of the Assistant Secretary for Human Resources and Administration.  The Partnership Council, with representatives of the VA unions and management, was briefed 12/18/02.  Following that briefing on 12/31/02, AFGE and NFFE indicated that they would like to bargain.  None of the other unions have indicated a desire to bargain yet.  A preliminary conference call with AFGE is scheduled for 1/30/03.  

A member of OGC and VHA met on 1/24/03 to review the template HHS supplied for receipt of vaccine.  Vaccinia immune globulin (VIG) will be set aside for VA use in instances of severe implantation, eczema vaccinatum, and generalized or progressive vaccinia.  Most of the MOU language appeared reasonable.  There were two areas of concern:

1. HHS will charge for the vaccine, price to be determined at the time of delivery.  The cost is unknown at this time although anecdotally, it has been reported to be $10/dose for a total cost to VA of $90,000.  The state health departments are paying for their vaccine, as is DOD.

2. HHS requires that the recipient agency indemnify the vaccine manufacturer.  VA does not have authority to do this and it would require an executive order.

An unknown number of VA employees have been trained as a part of the state vaccination plans.  VHA has sent 5 teams to CDC training to be trainers for the rest of VHA.  The cascade train-the-trainer program will begin with training teams from each VAMC with a SHRT as locally as possible to minimize travel and costs.  On 1/27/03, 52 people from 18 SHRTs in VISNs 1,2,3, and 4 received training.  On 2/4, the 19 SHRT in VISNs 5,6, 7, and 8 will receive training.  Training for the 21 SHRTs in VISNs 9, 10, 11, 12, and 23 will occur on 2/24 and 25.  Training in VISNs 15-22 is expected to be scheduled within the next week to 10 days.  These trained team members will then return to their respective medical centers and train the remainder of the hospital staff.  Scheduling of other training is ongoing.  When all 90 hospitals have trained their staff, training will “cascade” to the remaining hospitals.

Staff at the VAMC in Memphis are scheduled to begin receiving vaccinations from the state health department the week of 2/10/03. 

A telephone conference call is scheduled on 2/3/03 with AFGE and Ron Cowles and Susan Mather.  Dr. Mather is also scheduled to speak on the smallpox vaccination project at the Labor Management Training in Philadelphia on 2/4/02. 

