





VA Medical Center, Tomah, WI  54660







For Further Information, Please Contact







Laura Bishop, Public Affairs Officer







(608) 372-1727







e-mail:  Laura.Bishop@med.va.gov






January 9, 2003
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Health Update: Smallpox Vaccination
Written By:  Douglas J. Lanska, M.D.

Neurologist

Chief of Staff

Tomah VA Medical Center, Tomah, WI

Smallpox is a serious, often fatal, highly contagious viral disease that has killed many millions of people over the past several thousand years.  There is no effective treatment for smallpox, and the only prevention is vaccination.

Naturally acquired smallpox was finally eradicated from the entire world by 1980, but unfortunately stocks of the virus were maintained in at least two laboratories in the U.S. and the former Soviet Union.  The U.S. government is now concerned that the smallpox virus may have been acquired by several other countries, including Iraq, and could be used as an agent of bioterrorism.

At this time, most people in the United States probably have little resistance to smallpox virus, even if they were vaccinated prior to 1972 when routine smallpox vaccination stopped in the United States.

On December 13, 2002, President Bush outlined his plan for smallpox vaccination of 500,000 frontline military personnel and up to 10 million civilian health care and emergency workers.  

The civilian program is voluntary and will initially involve more than 400,000 doctors, nurses, and emergency workers who would be the first to respond to a bioterrorism outbreak of smallpox.  The voluntary program is anticipated to begin in late January, 2003.

In the absence of confirmed smallpox exposure, the general public will not have immediate access to the vaccine until a new version is licensed, probably in 2004.  Prior to that, pre-event smallpox vaccination will only be available to the general public as part of clinical trials.  

Priority for pre-event smallpox vaccination will be given to health care workers who have been previously vaccinated (age 35 or older), because the risk of vaccination complications is less with re-vaccination than with first-time vaccination.  

The smallpox vaccine is made from a related, but much safer, virus called the vaccinia virus. The smallpox vaccine is not made from the smallpox virus, and it is impossible to get smallpox from being vaccinated.  

The smallpox vaccine is 90% to 95% effective in preventing smallpox among those exposed to the virus.  It provides good levels of protection for at least five years, but then protection gradually decreases.  

Unfortunately, the vaccine has serious potential side effects.  Based on past experience with the vaccine, for every million individuals vaccinated, between 15 and 50 individuals will suffer severe complications and one or two are likely to die from the vaccine.  

Severe complications are more likely among people being vaccinated for the first time, among infants, and in those with recognized contraindications to vaccination.

All volunteers will need to be screened for conditions that place them at increased risk of problems with vaccination.  In the absence of smallpox exposure, smallpox vaccine should not be administered to persons with any of the following, either personally or in a close family member:

· History of eczema or atopic dermatitis.

· Active skin condition such as burns, shingles, herpes, severe acne, or psoriasis.

· Currently breastfeeding, pregnant, or trying to become pregnant.

· Medical conditions that suppress the immune system, such as HIV infection or AIDS, solid organ or stem cell transplant, cancer, leukemia, or lymphoma.  Individuals who suspect they may have HIV infection will be offered voluntary confidential HIV testing.

· Taking steroids, cancer chemotherapy, or other medications that may suppress the immune system.  

· Moderate or severe acute illness.

In addition, in the absence of smallpox exposure, persons with a history of a serious allergic reaction to the smallpox vaccine, or any of its components, should not receive the vaccine.  This includes people with serious allergies to certain antibiotics used as preservatives in the vaccine. These "preservatives" include polymyxin B, streptomycin, tetracycline, and neomycin.

Further information on smallpox is available on the Internet:

· Resources from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention are available at http://www.bt.cdc.gov/agent/smallpox.  

· Complete coverage on smallpox from the New York Times is available at http://www.nytimes.com/pages/science/sciencespecial/index.html.
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