Bag handlers tested for anthrax exposure
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Florida Hospital-East closed for three hours during testing, but no workers showed signs of infection.  By Maria Perotin 


An Orlando hospital was closed for about three hours early Thursday while doctors determined whether 10 airport baggage handlers had been exposed to potentially deadly anthrax. 


Bag handlers from Orlando International Airport went to the emergency room of Florida Hospital-East after touching a cardboard box suspected of contamination by the bacterium. 


None of the people showed signs of infection. While the danger was being assessed, the hospital was closed from about 1 a.m. to 4 a.m., a spokesman said. 


The box arrived at about 9 p.m. Wednesday in the cargo hold of American Airlines Flight 1944 from San Juan, Puerto Rico. It had traveled to Puerto Rico from Santo Domingo containing goatskins, according to a statement from American. 


A U.S. Customs agent in San Juan had decided the skins should be tested for anthrax, a bacteria that infects warm-blooded animals. So he wrote on the box that it should be delivered to Customs in Orlando, where there is a federal testing facility. 


American`s workers saw a label the agent had placed on the box about the potential anthrax threat. 


The box was taken overnight to a vacant area of the airport, where garbage from international flights is dumped, airport spokeswoman Carolyn Fennell said. The contents were being tested Thursday. 


The Federal Bureau of Investigation was investigating the case, Fennell said.


Posted Jul 20 2000 9:30PM





