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Smallpox

What is smallpox?

Smallpox isaserious, contagious, and sometimesfatal in-
fectiousdisease. Thereisno specific trestment for small-
pox disease, and the only prevention isvaccination.

Is there more than one type of smallpox?
Therearetwo clinica formsof smallpox. Variolamgoris
the severe and most common form of smallpox, with a
more extensive rash and higher fever. Variolaminorisa
lesscommon presentation of smallpox and much lessse-
vere.

How contagious is smallpox?

A personwith smallpox issometimes contagiouswith on-
set of fever, but the person becomes contagiouswith the
onset of rash. At thisstage, theinfected personisusualy
very sick and not ableto move around in the community.
Theinfected personiscontagiousuntil thelast smallpox
scabfdlsoff.

Is smallpox fatal?
Variolamgjor hasan overall fatality rate of 30%. Variola
minor isgeneraly fatal inonly 1% of cases.

Is there still smallpox in the world?

Smallpox outbreaks have occurred fromtimeto timefor
thousandsof years, but the diseaseisnow eradicated after
asuccessful worldwidevaccination program. Thelast case
of smallpox in the United Stateswasin 1949. The last
naturally occurring caseintheworld wasin Somaliain
1977. Thedisease wasdeclared eliminated from theworld
in 1980 by the World Hedlth Organization. Routinevacci-
nation for smallpox among the genera public wasstopped
becauseit wasno longer necessary for prevention.

Where does smallpox come from?
Smallpox iscaused by thevariolavirusthat emergedin

human popul ations thousands of years ago. Except for
|aboratory stockpiles, thevariolavirushasbeen diminated.
However, inthe aftermath of the events of September and
October, 2001, thereisheightened concern that the vari-
olavirusmight be used as an agent of bioterrorism. For
thisreason, the US government i staking precautionsfor
dealing with the smallpox outbreak.

How is the disease transmitted?

Generdly, direct and fairly prolonged face-to-face contact
isrequired to spread smallpox from one person to an-
other. Smallpox aso can be spread through direct contact
withinfected bodily fluidsor contaminated objectssuch as
bedding or clothing. Rarely, smallpox has been spread by
viruscarriedintheair in enclosed settings such asbuild-
ings, buses, andtrains. Humansaretheonly known host of
variola. Smallpox isnot known to betransmitted by in-
sectsor animals,

If smallpox is released in aerosol form, how
long does the virus survive?

Thesmallpox virusisfragile. Inlaboratory experiments,
90% of aerosolized smallpox virusdieswithin24 hours. In
the presence of ultraviolet light, asfrom the sun, this per-
centagewould be even higher.

How many people would have to get smallpox
before itis considered an outbreak?
Oneconfirmed caseis considered apublic health emer-

gency.

If someone is exposed to smallpox, is it too
late to get a vaccination?

Vaccination within 3 daysof exposurewill completely pre-
vent or sgnificantly modify smalpox inthevast mgority of
people. Vaccination 4 to 7 days after exposure may offer
some protection or modify the severity of thedisease.
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What are the first symptoms of the disease?
About 12 to 14 dayson average after exposure, patients
experiencefever, extremefatigue, head and body aches,
and sometimesvomiting. Thefever isusualy high, inthe
rangeof 101-104°F. This phaselaststwo to four days.

What is the rash like?

Therash emergesin the second phase, first assmall red
spotson thetongue and in the mouth. These sores spread
largeamountsof thevirusinto themouth and throat. At this
timethe personismost contagious. A rash also gppearson
theskin, starting with theface and extremities, notably the
handsand feet. It usually preadsto all parts of the body
within 24 hours. Eventudly the rash becomesbumpscalled
pustules. These pustules crust over and then scab about
ninedaysafter the onset of therash. The scabseventually
fall off, leaving pitted scars. The patient is contagiousto
othersuntil al thescabshavefalen off.

Is there any treatment for smallpox?

Smallpox can be prevented through use of the smallpox
vaccine. Thereisno proven treatment for smallpox, but
research to evaluate new antiviral agentsisongoing. Pa-
tientswith smallpox can benefit from supportive therapy
and antibioticsfor any secondary bacterial infectionsthat
may OCCuU.

Is avaccine still available against smallpox?
Thereisdtill avaccinewhichismadefromthevirusvac-
cinia, avirusrelated to smallpox, which helpsthe body
develop animmunity to smallpox. The smallpox vaccine
containsthe“live’ vacciniavirusand thereforethevaccine
sitemust be cared for carefully to prevent the virusfrom
spreading. Thevaccine can aso havesdeeffects.

What are the potential side effects?

Side effects can include fever, rash, and head and body
aches. In certain groupsof people, complicationsfromvac-
ciniacan be severe. Based on past experience, itisesti-
mated that 1 to 2 people out of amillion vaccinated may
diedueto complications. It isthereforeimportant to be
monitored closaly by adoctor after receiving the vaccine.

Should | get vaccinated against smallpox?

Thesmallpox vaccineisnot availableto thegeneral public
at thistime. President Bush may makethevaccineavail-
abletothegenerd publicinthefuture. Receipt of thesmal-

pox vaccine by anyoneisgtrictly voluntary.

How long does a smallpox vaccination last?
Past experienceindicatesthat thefirst dose of thevaccine
offersprotection from smallpox for 3to Syears, with de-
creadangimmunity thereafter. If apersonisvaccinated again
[ater, immunity lastslonger.

How is the vaccine given?

Thesmadlpox vaccineisnot givenwithahypodermicneedle.
Itisnot a®shot,” like many vaccinations. Thevaccineis
givenusing abifurcated (two-pronged) needlethat isdipped
into the vaccine solution. When removed, theneedlere-
tainsadroplet of thevaccine. The needleisthen used to
quickly prick theskin 15timesinafew seconds. Theprick-
ingisnot deep, but it will causeasore spot and oneor two
dropsof bloodtoform. Thevaccineusudly isgiveninthe
upper arm.

How do | know if the vaccination is success-
ful?

If thevaccinationissuccessful, ared and itchy bump de-
velopsat thevaccination siteinthreeor four days. Inthe
first week after vaccination, the bump becomesalarge
blister, fillswith pus, and beginsto drain. During week
two, the blister beginsto dry up and ascab forms. The
scab falls off by the third week forming a scar. People
who are being vaccinated for the first time may havea
stronger “take’ (i.e., successful reaction) than thosewho
arebeing revaccinated.

Is it possible to get smallpox from the vacci-
nation?

No. The smallpox vaccine does not contain small pox vi-
rusand cannot spread or cause smallpox. However, the
vaccinedoes contain another viruscalled vaccinia, which
is“live” inthevaccine. Becausethevirusislive, it can
spread to other partsof the body or to other people. This
can be prevented through proper care of the vaccination
ste(e.g., handwashing and careful disposal of used ban-

dages).

Questions and comments about smallpox are welcomed and may be
addressed to the Bureau of Emergency Preparedness and Response by
calling 603-271-4496 or 800-852-3345 x4496. For further infor-
mation on smallpox, refer to the Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention website at www.cdc.gov or at the New Hampshire Depart-
ment of Health and Humans Services website at www.dhhs.state.nh.us.
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