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HINI Local Leaders Attend HIN1 Forum
VIRUS BY STEVE SMITH Staff Writer

UPDATE The threat of the “second wave” of the H1IN1 virus becoming a pandemic this fall is
‘ serious enough that the Connecticut Department of Public Health held a conference

PAGES for municipal leaders at the Convention Center in Hartford last Thursday.

Mayors (including Vernon’s Jason McCoy), selectmen, school superintendents and emergency
personnel from across the state were all in attendance, as were some business leaders from some of
Connecticut’s larger employers .

The DPH’s Michael Purcaro (also Vernon’s OEM Director), the Deputy Incident Commander for HIN1,
acted as emcee for the event. Purcaro said the event was to update leaders on the latest information
on the virus, to provide tools to deal with a resurgence of the virus, strengthen working relationships
between agencies, and to assist with local planning efforts.

“We face an unprecedented
challenge ,” DPH Commissioner J.
Robert Galvin said, comparing the
virus to something out of science
fiction. “The fact is we really don’t
know all the things we’d like to
know about this organism . This
one came from inner space. It has
a great ability to make us ill and to
change itself.”  The DPH will
become “flu central” for the state,
providing information, answering
questions, coordinating efforts,
and watching the virus and efforts
to control it. “We need to establish
a rhythm of how information is

Vernon OEM Director Michael Purcaro, in his role as Deputy Incident Commander for HIN1 with the DPH,
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visits with Bob Dibella and Mike Roberts from the Glastonbury Department of Emergency Management. distributed , e said.
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Gov. M. Jodi Rell encouraged town leaders to ask questions, both at the conference, and when they
come up at later times. “Our state response has been literally years of preparedness for a pandemic
event,” Rell said, adding that the avian flu scare took place around the time she took office. The



vaccination, Rell said, will be made available by the federal government in October, and the state will
be getting approximately 500,000 doses.

The plan for distribution is still being fine-tuned , but a prioritization list has been created of those
most at risk, which are pregnant women, household and caregiver contacts of children age 6 months
and younger, healthcare and emergency service personnel, persons aged 6 months through 24 years,
and persons with a medical condition associated with higher risk of influenza complications.
Children, or more specifically, their proximity to one another in schools, are the reason this next wave
of HIN1 is expected . The computed average “social distance” in a school is about one yard. In
residences, the average is five yards.

State Epidemiologist Dr. Matthew Cartter said that there has not been a large outbreak in
Connecticut schools yet this semester, but over the last two weeks, there has been an increase in the
number of cases, which may mark the beginning of the “second wave.” Cartter put HIN1 in the
perspective of the flu outbreaks of 1918, 1957, and 1968. The 1918 virus, which was a version of
H1N1, caused more deaths — 650,000 — than any of the wars that occurred previously. The 1957 virus
was an H2N2 virus that killed 70,000 in the U.S., and 34,000 died in 1968 from an H3N2 flu.
Interestingly, people born before 1957 may have some immunity to H1IN1, since they were possibly
exposed to a somewhat similar virus. On average , 36,000 Americans die annually from the common
flu. Cartter said an epidemic can be likened to a hurricane in the way they are categorized. The
possible upcoming wave is expected to be a “Category 2,” which would see about 12,000
hospitalizations . Whether the vaccine is ready and distributed in time to be preventative for the
most people, Cartter said, “remains to be seen.” “In Connecticut,” he said, “we may be getting the
vaccine at the same time that our doctors’ offices are seeing more sick people from HIN1.” That, he
said, would make it more difficult to get the vaccine to those in the high-risk groups.

Purcaro said that Vernon school officials have met with the local health district , which is based in
Enfield and takes its cues from the DPH and CDC. Information is being distributed on how to
recognize the higher severity version of the flu, and precautions if a large number of students
contract the virus. “If we're seeing high transmissivity and high severity, you might look at strategies
that the feds have supplied, such as social-distancing , moving desks apart in the classroom,” he said,
adding that the possibility of moving teachers from classroom to classroom, rather than students, has
also been discussed.

A meeting also took place in Vernon a couple of weeks ago, including officials from neighboring
towns, on how to distribute the vaccine, once it becomes available.

For more information, visit www.ct. gov/ctfluwatch/swineflu.
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