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AFIP&#039;s 10,000 Tests: How Science
Battled the Anthrax Threat

Explore the 2001 anthrax crisis in Boca Raton, Florida,
detailing crucial tests and responses by AFIP and the CDC.

Boca Raton, Florida, USA - In the wake of growing health
concerns, anthrax has made headlines due to its complex nature
and the diligence required to manage outbreaks. The Armed
Forces Institute of Pathology (AFIP) played a crucial role in
testing and confirming cases following the spike in anthrax
incidents in the United States after October 2001. Their efforts
are particularly notable considering that before this time, only
236 anthrax cases had been reported from 1955 to 1999, with
the last inhalational anthrax death occurring in 1976. The
situation changed dramatically when the first post-1976
inhalational anthrax death happened in Boca Raton, Florida,
igniting a national response.



By November 20, 2001, nearly two dozen confirmed anthrax
cases were documented, which included 11 inhalational
occurrences leading to five fatalities. This prompted intense
scrutiny and response efforts. It’s essential to understand that
anthrax—while primarily affecting herbivores like cattle and
sheep—can infect humans through contaminated animal
products. The infectious dose for the lungs is estimated at a
staggering 8,000 to 50,000 spores.

The Role of AFIP and CDC

The Defense Department reached out to the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) for assistance, and AFIP’s
microbiology team was quickly deployed to aid in the testing
process. Over weeks of incessant work, team members put in up
to 15 hours each day to analyze the influx of samples—from
swabs and environmental filters to personal items like clothing
and mail. They conducted over 10,000 tests, successfully
diagnosing more than 5,000 environmental and clinical samples.
This robust effort culminated in the confirmation of 62 anthrax
cases, showcasing the urgency and capability of AFIP’s Biosafety
Level 3 (BSL-3) lab in Atlanta.

The anthrax letters sent to influential senators contained trillions
of spores, amounting to potentially 200 million doses, illustrating
the severe threat posed during that time. As state health labs
became overwhelmed, the coordination between the CDC and
AFIP proved vital in managing the crisis.

Case Definitions and Surveillance

To facilitate consistent reporting and classification of anthrax
cases, the CDC maintains surveillance case definitions. Such
definitions are pivotal for public health officials, ensuring
uniformity across jurisdictions. Notably, the anthrax case
definitions clarify that certain types of anthrax, including
welder’s anthrax—a newly identified disease affecting
metalworkers—have emerged, emphasizing the need for



continuous monitoring and adaptation in response protocols.
Effective January 2025, welder’s anthrax will officially be
included in these definitions, ensuring that all cases are reported
appropriately.

Healthcare providers are required to report anthrax cases to
local health departments, with strict timelines for reporting
depending on the urgency of the situation. Immediate
notification is crucial when cases involve unknown sources or
suspected bioterrorism, along with serious naturally occurring
anthrax illnesses. This structure ensures that proper responses
can be organized swiftly.

Understanding Anthrax Types

The complexity of anthrax isn’t just in its transmission but also
in the variety of forms it can take. As highlighted in the
definitions, anthrax presents in various ways, including
cutaneous, ingestion, inhalation, and even recently identified
welder’s anthrax. Symptoms can range from localized skin
infections to severe respiratory issues and can culminate in
systemic involvement with signs like fever and tachycardia.

Emerging advancements in science—particularly whole genome
sequencing—are redefining our understanding of Bacillus
anthracis, the organism responsible for anthrax. This
progression in diagnosis and classification will better equip
public health authorities to manage and control potential
anthrax incidents moving forward.

In conclusion, the collaborative efforts between agencies like
AFIP and the CDC have proven essential in responding to
anthrax outbreaks. As we continue to navigate public health
challenges, the experiences gained in managing anthrax serve
as a robust framework for addressing similar health crises in the
future.

For further details on the situation, readers can refer to DVIDS, 

https://www.dvidshub.net/news/527760/afip-scientists-perform-10000-tests-help-stem-anthrax-crisis


CDC, and NDC.
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