
 

Disneyland measles outbreak isn't largest in
recent memory
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In this Thursday, Jan. 29, 2015, photo, pediatrician Charles Goodman vaccinates
1-year-old Cameron Fierro with the measles-mumps-rubella vaccine, or MMR
vaccine, at his practice in Northridge, Calif. The largest measles outbreak in
recent memory occurred in Ohio's Amish country where 383 people were
sickened last year after several traveled to the Philippines and brought the virus
home. While that outbreak got the public's attention, it's nowhere near the level
as the latest measles outbreak that originated at Disneyland in December,
prompting politicians to weigh in and parents to voice their vaccinations views
on Internet message boards. (AP Photo/Damian Dovarganes)
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The largest U.S. measles outbreak in recent history isn't the one that
started in December at Disneyland. It happened months earlier in Ohio's
Amish country, where 383 people fell ill after unvaccinated Amish
missionaries traveled to the Philippines and returned with the virus.

The Ohio episode drew far less attention, even though the number of
cases was almost four times that of the Southern California outbreak,
because it seemed to pose little threat outside insolated religious
communities.

The Disneyland outbreak has already spread well beyond the theme
parks that attract tens of thousands of visitors from around the globe,
who could then return home with the virus. Disease investigators for
weeks raced to identify measles-stricken patients, track down potential
contacts and quarantine them if necessary.

Public health experts say success at containing the outbreak will largely
depend on how many unvaccinated people get the measles shot.

"This was a wake-up call," said Dr. James Cherry, a pediatric infectious
disease expert at the University of California, Los Angeles. "It could
continue to smolder" if not enough people get vaccinated.

The California outbreak probably began when an infected person spread
the illness to a handful of mostly unvaccinated people, who then exposed
many others.

In contrast, the Ohio outbreak "stayed contained within those
communities, and outside people said, 'Well, it doesn't really affect me.'
What's different with this one is more people can relate to Disneyland,"
said Dr. Gregory Wallace of the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention.
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In this Thursday, Jan. 29, 2015 photo, pediatrician Charles Goodman holds a
dose of the measles-mumps-rubella, or MMR, vaccine at his practice in
Northridge, Calif. The vaccine is 99 percent effective at preventing measles,
which spreads easily through the air and in enclosed spaces. Symptoms include
fever, runny nose, cough and a rash all over the body. (AP Photo/Damian
Dovarganes)

The CDC estimates 105 measles cases—the vast majority from
California—have been linked to visits to Disneyland in December or
exposure to infected people who went there. The agency said it's too
early to predict whether this will be a particularly severe year compared
with 2014, which saw more measles cases than any year since 1994.

The Ohio outbreak accounted for more than half of the 644 measles
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cases reported last year.

Homegrown measles has not occurred in the United States since 2000
due to an aggressive vaccination campaign. But outbreaks have hit in
recent years with nearly all cases linked to travelers who caught the virus
overseas where measles still rages and spread it in this country among
pockets of unvaccinated people.

In the Disneyland outbreak, public health officials have yet to identify
the "index case"—the first person who contracted measles and spread it.
But they believe it's someone who imported the virus from abroad and
spread it during a visit to one of the theme parks days before Christmas.

Multistate measles outbreaks have occurred before, but when a "location
has name-brand recognition to society, like Disneyland, it's going to get a
lot of media attention," said Dr. James Wilson, a pediatrician and disease
forecaster at the University of Nevada, Reno.

Wilson said California faces a bigger health problem—whooping cough,
also known as pertussis, which killed two babies last year. The last time
there was a measles death in the U.S. was in 2003.
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This Thursday, Jan. 29, 2015 photo shows a printed chart with the recommended
immunization schedule in the United States for people up to 18 years of age, at a
pediatrician's office in Northridge, Calif. The recent measles outbreak traced to
Disneyland is different from past outbreaks because it quickly spread around the
country after it wasn't immediately contained, public health officials say. (AP
Photo/Damian Dovarganes)

Both measles and whopping cough can be prevented through
vaccinations. Since the Disneyland measles outbreak, parents who refuse
vaccines for their children on religious or philosophical grounds have
been on the defensive against a tide of doctors and public-health
officials urging people to get the measles-mumps-rubella, or MMR,
vaccine.

The issue has stirred sometimes-angry debates and even entered the
realm of presidential politics.
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Measles is extremely contagious and is spread by air through coughing
and sneezing. Symptoms include fever, runny nose and telltale rash all
over the body. The disease is particularly dangerous to pregnant women,
people with weak immune systems and babies who are too young to
receive the shot.

"I guess you could call it bad luck" that measles broke out at Disneyland,
Wallace said. "But you make your own bad luck, too" by not getting the
recommended measles vaccinations.

Some health officials expressed cautious optimism about taming the
latest outbreak.

There is "some hope that we will get ahead of the outbreak in the near
future" Los Angeles County interim health officer, Dr. Jeffrey
Gunzenhauser, told county board supervisors Tuesday at a hearing. But
there is "still work to be done."
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