
 

CDC drops controversial testing advice that
caused backlash
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In this Wednesday, Sept. 16, 2020 file photo, the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention Director Dr. Robert Redfield pauses while speaking at a Senate
Appropriations subcommittee hearing on a "Review of Coronavirus Response
Efforts" on Capitol Hill in Washington. On Friday, Sept. 18, 2020, the CDC
dropped a controversial piece of coronavirus guidance and said anyone who has
been in close contact with an infected person should get tested. The CDC
essentially returned to its previous testing guidance, getting rid of language
posted last month that said people who didn't feel sick didn't need to get tested.
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(AP Photo/Andrew Harnik, Pool)

U.S. health officials on Friday dropped a controversial piece of
coronavirus guidance and said anyone who has been in close contact with
an infected person should get tested.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention essentially returned to
its previous testing guidance, getting rid of language posted last month
that said people didn't need to get tested if they didn't feel sick. That
change had set off a rash of criticism from health experts who couldn't
fathom why the nation's top public health agency would say such a thing
amid the pandemic.

It was "not consistent with the basic principles of controlling an
epidemic,"said Dr. Silvia Chiang, a pediatric infectious diseases expert
at Brown University who applauded the change announced Friday.

The CDC now says anyone who has been within 6 feet of an infected
person for at least 15 minutes should get a test. In a statement, the
agency called the changes a "clarification" that was needed "due to the
significance of asymptomatic and pre-symptomatic transmission."

Agency officials declined additional comment.

Health officials were evasive about why they had made the change in
August, and some outside observers speculated it was forced on the CDC
by political appointees within the Trump administration.

At the time, administration officials said the language originated at the
CDC but the decision came out of meetings of the White House 
coronavirus task force. Dr. Brett Giroir, an assistant secretary at the
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Department of Health and Human Services, said many federal leaders
outside the agency were involved in "lots of editing, lots of input." He
said it was difficult to attribute the final language to any one source.

The New York Times, citing internal federal documents and unnamed
sources, on Thursday reported that the guidance was placed on the
CDC's website over the objections of agency scientists.

Public health experts have noted that testing the contacts of infected
people is a core element of efforts to keep outbreaks in check, and that a
large percentage of those infected with the coronavirus exhibit no
COVID-19 symptoms.

The CDC's chief, Dr. Robert Redfield, issued a statement shortly after
the controversy erupted that did little to clarify why the change was
deemed necessary. The main intent seemed to be to assure state health
officials that they could continue to recommend that all close contacts be
tested if they felt that was wisest, despite the website language that said
it was not necessary.

During a U.S. Senate hearing on Wednesday, Redfield continued to
defend the language that was dropped Friday. He said the August
changes had been "misinterpreted" and were part of an effort to increase
engagement by doctors and local health officials in the handling of
potential illness clusters.

Adriane Casalotti, of the National Association of County and City
Health Officials, said the now-deleted guidance caused confusion among
the public. She said local health officials spent a lot time answering
questions about whether people should get testing, "as opposed to
actually doing the testing."

Dr. Richard Besser, chief executive of the Robert Wood Johnson
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Foundation, said he believes the August change was made to give
"wiggle room" to governors who did not want to increase testing.

The whole episode is disturbing, because it makes it harder for the
public to understand why the CDC is making recommendations and
whether that advice can be trusted, added Besser, who previously spent
13 years at CDC and was acting director at the beginning of a 2009 flu
pandemic.

The CDC and Food and Drug Administration have to be seen as reliable
sources of science information as the administration gears up for a
national coronavirus vaccination campaign, Besser said.

"If we can't believe that, then even if there is a safe and effective
vaccine, a significant portion of the population will not want to get it,"
he said.

© 2020 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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