








18 March 2003

ATYPICAL PNEUMONIA

Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS)

Dear Military Health System Beneficiaries:

You have probably read or heard of the outbreaks of a respiratory disease that is rapidly spreading in the Asian continent, and of isolated cases in Europe and North America.   The Department of Defense, through the Military Health System, is actively involved in monitoring this outbreak, and supporting both international and US health authorities as needed.  I want to provide you with some important facts, as we know them today: 

What is this outbreak?

· The outbreak, known as Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), is a severe form of pneumonia that appears to have originated in China.  Thus far, these outbreaks have spread primarily to close family contacts of the suspect cases, and healthcare workers involved in care of the pneumonia cases.  It appears that direct, close contact with infected persons is necessary for transmission.

Where has the outbreak occurred?

· In mid-February, the People’s Republic of China reported over 300 cases of atypical pneumonia, with five deaths, in Guangdong Province.  Since then, the CDC has received reports of outbreaks in a number of other countries to include Hong Kong, (a special administrative region of China), Indonesia, Philippines, Singapore (not confirmed), Thailand and Canada.  

· There have not been any confirmed cases in the United States at this time.  However, there are at least 14 persons who meet some of the World Health Organization’s (WHO) criteria for a diagnosis.  These individuals are in active investigation by state and local health agencies.  CDC will make notification for any persons found to have SARS.  

· Because cases have the reached North America with eight cases and two deaths confirmed in Canada, the CDC has issued an alert for physicians and travelers in the United States to be cognizant of flu-like symptoms, to consider recent travel and contacts, to seek medical attention if ill, and to report possible cases.  This alert offers information to the health community and the traveling population to make decisions regarding patient care and personal travel plans.  These alerts and more detailed information, to include a brief case definition, are available on the CDC web site:  http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/sars/.

Is this a virus or bacteria?
· The World Health Organization (WHO) and CDC are still in the early stages of their investigation, and it is still unknown if this is a virus or bacteria. The pattern of transmission is what would typically be seen from a contagious respiratory illness or a flu-like illness.  There is no evidence to suggest that this is a purposeful act of bioterrorism.  At this stage, however, investigators are not ruling out any possibility.

How can I reduce my risks of acquiring the disease?

· As always, good hygiene involving frequent hand-washing, covering one’s mouth while sneezing or coughing, and avoiding aerosol droplets of others who are experiencing flu-like symptoms, all help to prevent disease transmission.  

What organizations are in charge?

· The World Health Organization (WHO), based in Geneva, has taken a leading international role in investigating and confirming the outbreaks.  The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) is the lead US agency.  The CDC is providing significant assistance to the WHO, and is also thoroughly investigating the outbreak and taking aggressive steps to reach those who have traveled to the affected areas.   

What is the Department of Defense doing?

· In DoD, our infectious disease surveillance systems are closely monitoring for disease trends and possible cases.  My office will receive daily updates on our health care surveillance of DoD beneficiaries across the globe.  In addition, our military laboratories are supporting both CDC and WHO as needed.

The most important action for all beneficiaries is to remain informed, and to communicate with your health care provider if you are concerned about a medical problem.  We will provide updates to you as they occur on this site, and also recommend you visit the CDC website http://www.cdc.gov/ncidod/sars/ if you have questions.

From the office of  DR.Winkenwerder, Assistant Secretary of Defence for Health Affairs.

