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Swine Flu Alert Center

April 28, 2009 — The nation's top medical sleuth offered a handful of theories in a press conference today about
why the swine influenza outbreak has produced fatalities in Mexico, but not so far in the United States or elsewhere.

"Why are some people getting sicker?" said Richard Besser, MD, acting director of the US Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC). "We're looking at their immune status, their age, their gender, and treatment
practices. How did they self-treat themselves? How long did they take to seek [outside] care? What was their initial
treatment? Were they quickly given an antiviral medicine?"

Dr. Besser said that milder cases of swine flu A (N1HI) virus in the United States and other countries besides
Mexico may also result from a gradual weakening of the virus as it travels from person to person. "That would be a
very comforting thing if we found that," he said, adding that it's early too early to reach that conclusion.

Amid all of this epidemiologic uncertainty, Dr. Besser described a swift federal response to the swine flu outbreak.
"With a new infectious agent, you don't sit back and wait and hope for the best," he said.

The CDC, for example, is busy developing the seed stock for a vaccine to counter swine flu, and the agency is on
course to produce it. "It will be a matter of us deciding not to make a vaccine rather than to move forward," said Dr.
Besser.

It is possible that health authorities could develop the new vaccine as a standalone as opposed to incorporating it
into the vaccine for seasonal influenza now being prepared for the next flu season. "Production [of the seasonal
vaccine] is moving forward, and we don't want to delay it," Dr. Besser explained.

With the blessing of the US Food and Drug Administration, the CDC is also distributing new diagnostic test kits to
state public health agencies that will allow them to confirm cases of swine flu themselves, Dr. Besser said. And
distribution of the antiviral medicines zanamivir (Relenza) and oseltamivir (Tamiflu) from the federal emergency
stockpile is proceeding, with every state requesting its share. A dispatch issued today by the CDC's Morbidity and
Mortality Weekly Report underscores the new flu strain's susceptibility to the 2 medications.

Dr. Besser reiterated an earlier prediction of his that cases of swine flu here will become more severe. "I expect that
as we move forward, we will see deaths from this infection," he said.

Events on Tuesday seemed to bear out Dr. Besser's concern. The number of confirmed cases in the United States
rose to 66 — 45 of them in New York — while the number of hospitalizations increased to 5. Meanwhile, New York
City health officials were investigating possible outbreaks at 2 more schools, while their counterparts in Los Angeles
were studying 2 deaths that may have resulted from the virus, according to news reports. In addition, the number of
countries where confirmed cases have emerged increased to 7.
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Dr. Besser revealed that the CDC may stop referring to the current virus as swine influenza, because that term has
misled some to believe that they can catch the virus by eating pork, which he said is incorrect. "It's not helpful to
pork producers, or people who eat pork," he said. "So we're discussing whether there's a better way to describe
this."

Medscape Medical News © 2009 Medscape, LLC
Send press releases and comments to news@medscape.net.

 

Authors and Disclosures
Journalist

Robert Lowes

is a freelance writer for Medscape.

CDC Offers Theories on Disparities in Swine Flu Severity (print... http://www.medscape.com/viewarticle/702055_print

2 of 2 4/29/09 4:47 AM


