



December 19, 2002

Dear Colleague:

We are at a crossroads in public health that we all thought was part of our history.  Having eradicated smallpox in the last century as a naturally occurring disease, the possibility exists that it may be brought back as a biological weapon. Smallpox is a contagious, deadly disease.  We eliminated it once using a vaccine—a vaccine not without its own risks, but which is the most effective tool we have against the disease. 

The President has made the difficult decision to activate a national preparedness program to protect against the use of smallpox as a biological weapon.  We have asked communities to form teams of health professionals who are ready, instantly, for our worst case scenario—a smallpox attack on this country. Some of you must now make the decision about whether you will participate in this effort, and receive the vaccination yourselves so that you might protect others. Your decision must be weighed carefully.
As you consider your participation on a smallpox preparedness team, please read the patient advice package very carefully.  You must be very aware of your own medical limitations, and discuss any doubts you have about your own immune status, past or present skin conditions, allergies to components of the vaccine, or, if a woman, whether you are pregnant, or plan to nurse an infant.  If you live closely with others, you must consider their health status as well. We want you to err on the side of caution and not put yourself or your loved ones at risk of a terrible adverse reaction, if you have any doubts.  It is also important for you to know that once in a great while, someone who is otherwise completely healthy may have an adverse reaction. Please read the information concerning reactions, and the use of VIG and cidofovir.  Again, reactions that cause this much injury are very rare, but possible.  And, based on historical data, we have to expect that up to two people out of one million vaccinated, may die. 
Please also review the information you have been given concerning care of the vaccination site, what to expect as a “normal” reaction (it will hurt some, no matter what!), and what to do if you have no reaction, or one that possibly causes you to miss work or injures you in any way.  Materials in the patient advice package detail all of these issues and are designed to help you make your decision. Please review these issues with your vaccine administrator prior to vaccination. 

The documents included in this package include the following:

1. An 8-page advice letter entitled “Information for Medical, Public Health, and other Response Personnel Considering Non-Emergency Smallpox Vaccination”

2. The Vaccine Information Statement (VIS)

There are also supporting fact sheets with additional information, including:

1. Reactions after Smallpox Vaccination

2. Vaccination Site Appearance and Care

3. Skin Conditions That Mean You Should NOT Get Smallpox Vaccine

4. A Weakened Immune System Means You Should NOT Get Smallpox Vaccine

5. Pregnancy Means You Should NOT Get Smallpox Vaccine

6. Vaccinia Immune Globulin (VIG) Information

7. Vistide (Cidofovir) Information 

We know the decision to participate or to not participate in a smallpox response team is difficult. We urge you to read, understand and weigh all the information concerning your personal risks against your personal ability to help protect those in your community against a potential attack. That is the choice you are asked to make. 
On behalf of all of us in public health, we thank you sincerely for taking all the time necessary to make this important decision. 

Yours truly, 

Julie Louise Gerberding, M.D., MPH. 

