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Dear Colleague:
I am writing to bring to your attention two important public health topics:  the current influenza treatment recommendations and the potential for health hazards associated with the upcoming Presidential Inauguration.  I apologize if you receive this multiple times, but because these topics are so important, I am sending this out using a variety of means. 
Influenza Season Update:  I wanted to be sure you were aware of the changes to the current antiviral recommendations, based on the health advisory issued by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) on December 19, 2008.  The advisory reported high levels of resistance of influenza A (H1N1) to the antiviral medication oseltamivir (Tamiflu).  
Influenza Antiviral Medications: The current recommendations for assessing patients and using influenza antiviral medications for treatment during the 2008-09 influenza season are: 
· Consider use of influenza tests that can distinguish influenza A from influenza B.  
· Patients testing positive for influenza B may be given either (no preference) oseltamivir or zanamivir (Relenza) if treatment is indicated. 
· At this time, zanamivir should be considered for patients testing positive for influenza A.  Combination treatment with oseltamivir and rimantadine (Flumadine) is an acceptable alternative if zanamivir is unavailable or for patients who cannot receive zanamivir.  Amantadine (Symmetrel ) can be substituted if rimantadine is unavailable. 
· Because rapid antigen tests may have low sensitivity, treatment should still be considered during periods of high influenza activity for persons with respiratory symptoms consistent with influenza who test negative and have no alternative diagnosis.  Use of zanamivir should be considered if treatment is indicated. Combination treatment with oseltamivir and rimantadine is an acceptable alternative.  
Additional details related to antiviral use can be found on the CDC website at http://www.cdc.gov/flu/professionals/antivirals/index.htm.  While CDC recommends basing treatment decisions on predominant viruses circulating in the community, VDH does not anticipate having enough timely surveillance data for local communities to effectively guide individual treatment decisions.  Instead, we recommend following the general guidance stated above, unless you have laboratory results for a patient or outbreak specifically indicating the presence of influenza A (H1N1), influenza A (H3N2), or influenza B.  
Disease Reporting and Influenza Vaccine:  Please continue to report outbreaks of influenza, suspected novel influenza virus infection, and influenza-associated pediatric deaths by the most rapid means available to your local health department (contact information is available at http://www.vdh.virginia.gov/lhd/).  In these situations, local health department staff are available to assist, including coordinating testing to identify the specific influenza strain type at the state public health laboratory. 
Since influenza activity is expected to increase in the weeks and months to come, CDC and VDH recommend that influenza vaccination efforts continue. This season’s vaccine is expected to be effective in preventing or reducing the severity of influenza illness, including illness caused by virus strains resistant to antiviral medications.  Please feel free to contact your local health director if you wish to discuss these recommendations further.
2009 Presidential Inauguration:  The 2009 Presidential Inauguration will be one of the largest events ever held in the District of Columbia.  Many Virginians will plan to attend, and many visitors from other parts of the country and from around the world will be in D.C. and Virginia for the event.  We hope all the festivities will be safe and healthy, but realize that adverse health events could potentially be associated with the Inauguration.
The Virginia Department of Health has prepared the attached health tips that may be shared with patients who are planning to attend the Inauguration.  It highlights measures that can be taken to protect health and prevent the spread of disease.  These tips will also be released to the public through the media and on our Web site (www.vdh.virginia.gov).
While the risk of health effects due to more common elements such as weather, food, or person-to-person spread exists, an event of this magnitude may also be a time for someone to try to intentionally cause harm.  The effects of biological agents might not be apparent for several days after the Inauguration.  Therefore, we ask you to be on the lookout for unusual symptoms among your patients who attended inaugural events.  
Specifically, we ask you to contact your local health department if you suspect anything unusual (unusual volume or unusual constellation of symptoms) or if you see a higher than normal volume of unexplained fevers, dermatologic illness, gastrointestinal illness, respiratory illness, neurological illness, unexpected, severe illness, injury, or possible toxic substance or chemical-related illness, especially between January 16 and January 27, 2009
Information for clinicians about potential agents of terrorism may be found at http://www.vdh.virginia.gov/EPR/Agents/index.htm.
The health department is interested in hearing about unusual disease situations.  Our response to your reports may include assisting with laboratory testing to confirm diagnoses, identifying commonalities that might indicate a common source exposure, and identifying and communicating recommendations to protect the health of the community. 
Thank you for your help with protecting the health of our residents and communities.  
Sincerely,
Karen Remley, MD, MBA, FAAP
State Health Commissioner
 
