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USFK takes proactive posture to protect against SARS

By Sgt. Russell C. Bassett


For many people, especially for those living in Asia, fear has a new name: SARS. Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome is a virus-caused, pneumonia-like disease, which has infected over 3,000 people worldwide and claimed an estimated 110 victims. 


The new disease was discovered just over a month ago, and last week researchers discovered the virus behind the infection. China, Hong Kong and Singapore have the highest number of confirmed cases of SARS. As of the writing of this report, South Korea had yet to have a confirmed infection. According to local newspapers, 19 South Koreans have reported SARS-like symptoms, but none were infected with the virus.  However, the local newspapers also reported that Korean health officials believe there could be an outbreak of SARS in Korea as early as this week.


According to a report by Reuters, the virus (which had yet to be named at the time of this writing) has been discovered, so health officials can concentrate on developing a simple test for the virus that will tell them right away whether a patient has SARS – instead of waiting the two-week incubation period, which is the procedure now. 


“There is a lot of anxiety and panic due to the news reports on (SARS), but it is not as bad as it is made out to be,” said Col. Philip Volpe, USFK surgeon general. “It is a new disease, but it is not like HIV, or the plague or the Ebola virus, which rapidly kills many people.” 


Volpe went on to say that SARS only has a mortality rate of less than 4% -- less than the flu. The elderly and those who are already sick are much more likely to contract the disease and die from it. “It is not the younger, healthy folks that come down with SARS,” he said.


Volpe also said that SARS has a low infection rate. 


“If someone has SARS and they are on airplane flying into the U.S., 99% of everyone on the plane will be absolutely fine,” he said. “There may be one or two people, who were in close contact with him, that end up getting SARS.”



Despite this, United States Forces Korea is taking no chances with the new disease. 


“An outbreak of SARS within USFK could decrease troop strength, because people may have to be quarantined, hospitalized or put on quarters, and it could start affecting our ability to do missions,” said Volpe. “That is very unlikely, but because of that risk the official order came down from Gen. LaPorte (commander, UNC, CFC, USFK) to restrict travel of servicemembers and (Department of Defense) civilians.”

According to the order, all travel to China and Hong Kong is prohibited. As part of the restriction, anyone returning from those countries must get a medical evaluation before returning to work.

 “We also said that anyone that travels there and returns need to get a medical evaluation, and that evaluation is just a quick screen, like a survey,” said Volpe. “My guys look at it and say ‘you are fine,’ and then give that person information which says to come back if they develop any of the symptoms.”


Volpe said that the travel restriction and medical evaluation are part of a three-prong, preventive attack against an outbreak of the disease.


“Secondly, we are informing the public not to panic,” continued Volpe. “You can go about your business as usual, but we are emphasizing the sanitary and hygiene practices that people need to do. This virus is easy to kill. Bleach could do it, or most any house-cleaning solutions would kill the virus right away. So we are telling people to be sure they are washing their hands, make sure they are keeping things clean and not sharing utensils, so that will prevent the spread.”


According to Volpe, the third part of USFK’s preventive plan is for each installation to have a place of quarantine should an outbreak occur.


“The third leg of keeping the strength and health of the command up is to have some plans in place at all of our installations that, if there was an outbreak, there is a place to quarantine people,” he said.


Volpe compared this measure to how the medical community keeps chicken pox from spreading.


“Literally, what we are talking about is no different then when a soldier comes down with chicken pox,” he explained. “If they live at home, we tell them to go on quarters at their house. If they live in the barracks, we don’t have them go back to the barracks because they could affect others there. It would be no different with SARS.


“Another reason each installation has a plan is because if they have someone who has SARS we don’t want them sending that person to another installation, where there is no SARS,” continued Volpe. “That would add to the spreading of it. We would want to keep it at that installation.” 


SARS is looking less and less and like the Biblical killer of Revelations than many at first feared it was. However it is a new disease, and researchers are just starting to learn how it works and how to prevent it. USFK, to protect its people, is taking no chances. 

