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Stockpiling antibiotics
unnecessarily is a

> panacea; the country
may be full of hole R o etgioaly bt o
| psychologically, but to
By Marc Siegel } the tune qf billions of
Ir'xha grr(éwinlg climate of fear, wasied dollars.
e federal government is ' rful FBIilGmi on
feeling the pressure to try to more powerful T
dfl: controlling criminal evidence,
protect our vulnerabilities. while the timid public-health-
President Bush has just an- minded scientists of the CDC
nounced a plan for an integrat- fumbled the secondhand infor-
ed response team under the di- mation it received.
;{eﬂlogoggv mpar%ent of The House recently passed a
Homeland Security. This plan i
includes a cooperation net- $4.6 billion bill that arranges
" : . for sprucing up CDC facilities
work to include our “best sci- and bringing the CDC to the

forefront of the bioterror re-
sponse. Further, the bill ad-
dresses the need fort:lrapig Lk
gearing-up of hospitals and lab-
oratories throughout the coun-
try in the event of a catastro-
phe. But even if the overseeing
agencies modernize their
equipment and change their
orientation toward terror, the
FBI still is not in the business
of public health. And the pub-
lic-health-oriented scientists of
the CDC, no matter how many
computer links and sparkling
new bioterror labs they get,
still are not accustomed to be-
ing leaders at a time of crisis.
It is naive to think that the
crucial agencies can change
their orientation and expertise
overnight.
The House bill provides for a
8 national stockpile of antibiot-
# .5 and vaccines. These items
are perishable and expensive
and no biological attack is ca-
pable of spreading rapidly
through our populace. Stock-
piling unnecessarily is a pana-
cea; the country may feel more
prepared psychologically, but
to the tune of billions of wasted

entists” in an anticipated de-
fense against biological and nu-
clear weaponry. There is also
much discussion on how to re-
vamp and modernize the agen- |
cies involved, including the
bullish FBI. At the same time,
lhe U.S. House of Representa-
tives and now the Senate are
legislating billions of dollars to
be used in the cause of bioter-
ror defense. But simply allot-
ting massive monies and card-
shuffling various agencies does
not ensure an impenetrable
safety net.

Last fall’s response to the an-
thrax threat was uncoordinat-
ed and antiquated.

The FBI and the Army bio-
warfare division excluded the
Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention from direct ex-
amination of the anthrax let-
ters. This lack of cooperation
led to an initial underreaction,
which was followed by a costly
overreaction, as the CDC put
thousands of workers on anti-
biotics when only 18 cases of
anthrax were discovered. At
the heart of the problem were
tr_le different priorities of the
different agencies; with the
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President Bush (right) and Tom Ridge, Homeland Security director, will have plenty to say about  dollars. When hysteria per-

the development of the Cabinet-level Department of Homeland Security. meates public emotion, as hap-
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pened last fall, fear is the true
pathogen and no amount of an-
tibiotic or the purchase of gas
mesks can overcome this fear.

Nuclear radiation, on the
other hand, can affect large
groups at once. A sudden radio-
active blast would leave no one
in the streets with real protec-
tion—for the heart, the lungs,
or the gastrointestinal tract.

Concrete basements may of-
fer 40 percent protection, and
lead-lined windowless fallout
shelters closer to 100 percent,
but the only true protection
against nuclear attack is pre-
vention. This gloomy fact
doesn’t stop the scam artists
from making grandiose claims.
One of my patients recently
circulated an e-mail where a
drug company was offering
thyroid-protecting iodine pills
at a bulk rate—bottle to be
opened in the event of a nucle-
ar blast. A panicked public try-
ing to salvage the thyroid,
while other more crucial orga-
ns remain exposed, is like a
naked person wearing a scarf
in a snowstorm.

Education combats fear, so
the gearing up of knowledge-
able experts and agencies is a
reasonable first step in the
fight against bioterror where
actual risks remain low. In con-
trast, our country’s hope in nu-
clear prevention resides in an
meticulous web of detection.

The new authority to oversee
our new safety web is set to re-
side in the hands of the pro-
posed Department of Homeland
Security. It is hard to believe
that the FBI and other macho
agencies that can't possibly
change their stripes overnight
will submit so easily to this
new authority. In the mean-
time, “the buck stops” with the

man who wants to establish the
new Cabinet-level department.
Marc Siegel is an assistant

professor of medicine at New
York University.
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