An act of bioterrorism:

buffered PHLs against state funding reductions, it
may not always serve the best interests of the state
programs we support.

Oregon, 1984

Fifteen years ago, I wrote in Laboratory Medicine:
Public health laboratories (PHLs) are vitally
important to community health, providing a
broad range of disease control, preventive health
care, environmental monitoring, applied
research, and laboratory improvement services.
Local, state, and federal PHLs work together
as a network to protect the public’s health. The
last decade has brought challenges to PHLs,
including accelerating technology, shrinking
funding, managed care, privatization, and
a public health shift toward chronic disease
prevention. The survival of PHLs will require
adaptability and responsiveness to these trends,
as well as increased emphasis on information
systems, genetic screening, national health
objectives, emerging infectious diseases,
expanded environmental testing, and public
and private partnerships.
PHLs have indeed survived, but I underestimated
just how adaptable and responsive we would need to
become. Organizational agility is a challenge within
a governmental structure, especially for laboratories
that must keep up with rapidly changing science and
technologies, recruit and retain highly trained staff,
and produce results in clinical real-time. Laboratories
are expensive to operate and must continually
prove their value to those they serve. To assure that
PHLs remain viable, we must support the essential
services of public health and our PHL leaders must
be flexible and creative. This will mean building
integrated partnerships with other laboratories,
remaining service-oriented in everything we do, and
committing ourselves to the highest standards of
quality and scientific excellence.

I

n September 1984, rural Oregon experienced America’s first
community bioterrorism attack, but health department investigators
didn’t realize it at the time. When more than 750 people became
ill with a unique strain of Salmonella in Wasco County, health officials
suspected accidental, rather than deliberate, contamination. Almost
all of the ill people either worked in, or had eaten at, one of ten
implicated restaurants in The Dalles, and they were clustered closely in
time. Therefore, a contaminated food item served in these restaurants
seemed like a plausible source of the Salmonella, although an exhaustive
investigation did not reveal one.
What public health officials couldn’t imagine is that followers
of Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, who had established a commune in the
county, intentionally infected restaurant diners in The Dalles as part of
a plot to take over county government. Many people in Wasco County
suspected that commune members were responsible, and in February
1985, Congressman Jim Weaver gave a speech to this effect on the floor
of the US House of Representatives.
However, it wasn’t until October 1985, when, during an FBI/State
Police raid of Rajneeshpuram to investigate many types of criminal activity,
state laboratory director Michael Skeels discovered the smoking gun in
the commune’s medical laboratory—an open vial containing a strain of
Salmonella enterica Typhimurium that CDC matched to the outbreak
strain. The culture from this vial was genetically and biochemically
identical to the isolates from more than 750 patients and blue cheese
dressing from a salad bar. Commune members later testified that they had
poured Salmonella cultures on salad bar foods to test a plan to incapacitate
voters during an upcoming election, allowing Rajneeshee candidates to
win.
Skeels recalls, “The idea that someone had done this on purpose was
considered by our epidemiologists, but it seemed too far-fetched. No
group had claimed responsibility for the outbreak, there was no obvious
motive, and central Oregon hardly seemed a likely setting for bioterrorism.
We lost our innocence in this outbreak, and a similar epidemiologic pattern
today would make us immediately consider intentional contamination.”
Members of the commune were eventually convicted for a variety of
crimes, including tampering with a consumer product, wiretapping, arson,
immigration violations, and attempted murder. 

At top, Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh courtesy Oregon Historical Society
OrHi 98356. Underlay, one type of Salmonella bacteria as seen
through a microscope courtesy CDC Public Health Image Library.
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