Stopping Disease: The
Yellow Fever Case

Thefirst line of defense against diseaseisto try to stop its
spread. This is no less so, when the enemy-disease is a
“mystery variety,” i.e., one whose features (transmission,
incubation, etc.) are still unknown, asin the case of SARS.
The way that health care officials in Vietnam have suc-
ceeded in stopping SARS so far, has been by taking deci-
sive action to isolate victims at its first presence, and by
having the staff and infrastructure present, with which to
act.

The 1888 photo here showsCamp E.A. Perry, ayellow
fever detention camp on the south bank of St. Mary’ sRiver
in Florida, near the Georgia border. This scene was com-
mon during the many U.S. public health mobilizations
against yellow fever outbreaks over the period 1878-
1905—considered the date of the last major yellow fever
epidemic in the United States. The Florida border camp
was established by the Marine Hospital Service (the name
then for the Federal public health program which later was
named the Public Health Service). Personstravelling from
yellow fever areas were required to remain in the camp
for the incubation period (6-10 days) before proceeding
elsawhere. The Federal Public Health Service was called
on by states and localities to make common war on the
disease, by treating people and acting to halt its spread.

It wasn't until after World War | that many of the
features of yellow fever were definitively known, though

the role of the mosquito had been observed early on. The
sicknessis caused by avirus, and there are two epidemio-
logical patterns of the disease. One is known as urban
yellow fever (man-mosquito-man cycle); the other isjun-
gle, or forest yellow fever (monkey-mosguito-monkey
cycle).

New Orleans was the center of the last major yellow
fever outbreak inthe United States, in July 1905. The Fed-
eral Public Health and Marine Hospital Service acted
promptly, with state and city officials, to set in motion
epidemic operations. A campaign was organized for con-
trolling mosquitoes, through screening, fumigating, oil-
ing, and salting, and for isolation of the sick. “ Tent hospi-
tals’ were set up, asthey had been in previous outbreaks.
OnOct. 26, 1905, the epidemic was considered under con-
trol—five weeks before the first killing frost, which usu-
ally marked the end of an outbreak. Out of a population of
325,000 in New Orleans, 3,404 were stricken with yellow
fever during the siege, and 452 died.

What was learned from this battle, and similar experi-
ences—especialy that led by Commander Walter Reed
in Panama—combined with subsequent research and the
discovery, during World War |1, of DDT, enabled the con-
trol of the yellow fever infection.

Y et today, this kind of fight-the-disease thinking no
longer governs. For example, when the West Nilefever—
amosquito-bornevirus—entered New Y ork City in 1999,
there was no effective Federal maobilization to contain and
defeat it. The infection is now rapidly spreading through-
out North America, and is heading southward through
Mexico.—Marcia Merry Baker
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