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International Center for Enterprise Preparedness (InterCEP) 

Biological Threat Agent (BTA) Detection, Response and Remediation  

Web Forum 

 

 

On October 17, 2017, Colin Stimmler, Director of the Biodetection Preparedness and Response Unit at 

the New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, discussed bioterrorism and the ways New 

York City addresses biological agent threats through detection, response and remediation planning and 

preparedness. 

 

Introduction 

The life cycle of a biological threat incident can be summarized in three stages: 

 Preparedness 

 Crisis management, and  

 Consequence management 

Preparedness includes conducting exercises and training and implementing programs like BioWatch (see 

below).  

Crisis management is a relatively small part of the overall incident lifecycle, though a lot of time is spent 

on it. The detection of a biological threat is the start of the response process and this includes 

understanding the biological agent. 

Consequence management refers to the remediation phase in the aftermath of the release or spread of 

a biological agent. This stage may take anywhere between a week and several years, depending on the 

nature of the incident. 

 

Detection: 

Some of the tools used for the detection of biological threats in a city such as New York include: 

 Disease and animal surveillance reporting: this refers to reportable conditions, which include a wide 

range of symptoms and issues that physicians may report, including things like animal bites, giardia, 

anthrax, etc. 

 Syndromic surveillance: a powerful tool that consists of health data that is analyzed every day to 

look for symptoms such as influenza-like illness. It includes statistical analysis that shows how much 

of these kinds of symptoms can be expected at a given time of the year and any deviations from that 

baseline.   
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 Environmental air sampling: this is done through units that collect samples that are then analyzed in 

a laboratory to determine whether any biological threats may be present.   

The BioWatch Program is designed to address the threat of bioterrorism through early detection.  This 

program is funded by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security but is locally managed. The focus of 

the program is detection of potentially catastrophic releases of biological agents that would result in 

many casualties. Early detection would allow for minimizing illness. In these cases, the sooner exposed 

individuals receive medication the better.   

In the case of chemical and radiological threats there are several fast detection systems in place that can 

be used in the field. These sensors allow the authorities to take measurements quickly, and then make 

corresponding decisions. In the area of biological threats, such capability does not yet exist.  

All response actions have high consequences and are instantly public. The challenge with the response 

phase is what to do about a detection. Overreacting results in high costs, including economic and 

political costs, as well as the potential of fear and panic which may result in death and injuries. On the 

other hand, underreacting can have even more significant public health costs. Finding that balance 

between the two is a significant challenge for elected officials.  

 

Response: 

In the event of the detection of a biological agent in New York City, the authorities would set up a 

distribution network of Points of Dispensing (PODs) for dispensing medication. The location of the PODs 

has been established based on population density. All PODs would be stood up since there would not be 

enough time to figure out who may have been exposed. The PODs would dispense a course of 

medication for both local residents and visitors. Individuals would be able to pick up medication for 

themselves and five others. Transportation systems may not be running in the aftermath of such an 

incident, so the PODs are designed to be within a walkable distance of everyone.   

There is a stockpile of medication to cover New York City’s population for most biological threats. New 

York City prepares based on intelligence from the Federal Government about what threats to focus on. 

In 2014 the city conducted its largest no-notice POD drill and stood up 30 of these PODs and got them 

ready to go within six hours. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) owns the stockpile, 

and there is a plan that includes routes from the locations of the stockpiles, which are nearby, the trucks 

that would be needed, escorts for the trucks, etc.   

The network of PODs would require a lot of staff to set up and operate. NYC would rely on the entire 

NYC workforce to do this. The model is also community based in case there are transportation issues.  

Environmental sampling would be conducted simultaneously with the setting up of PODs. This is a very 

labor intensive and time intensive effort. All sampling would start at a lab using personnel from local 

government agencies. Samples would be collected and taken back to a lab. A network of laboratories 
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was established after the attacks of September 11, 2001. Suspicious results could also be farmed out to 

a network of laboratories all over the U.S., to get a better appreciation of what may be happening.  

During an incident, the public can’t be present in a space where samples are being taken. There are 

significant consequences that go along with sampling since those locations would have to be closed.  

 

Remediation: 

Remediation is really critical. A scenario used in a recent workshop exercise involved seven square miles 

in Lower Manhattan, which provides a sense of how significant a problem this type of incident could be. 

The exercise suggested that for that scenario, remediation would entail four years of remediation and 

billions of dollars in costs.  

In the area of biological agents there are no dose-response relationships in the scientific literature, so no 

safety limits exist. As a result, the clearance goal is zero detection of viable spores. This is a very high 

threshold.   

There would be a number of challenges with clean-up efforts for this type of incident. Methyl bromide 

would be used for fumigation. Methyl bromide is typically readily available but would require chemical 

generation plants to produce sufficient quantities. There are a number of issues related to the use of 

this chemical, including EPA regulations related to its release into the environment.   

It would also be impossible to wash down very tall buildings since that could introduce the biological 

threat into the water system. Although rain could do the same thing anyway.  

Another important challenge is that there isn’t an adequate waste management system to address 

biological threats. It’s possible no one would want to take the waste. The political pressure to not accept 

this kind of waste would be very high.  

The current bioremediation plan provides guidance on many of these issues. There are options for 

mayors and commissioners to consider, and there would be collaboration between federal and local 

authorities.  

 

Q&A 

Why is the focus on anthrax?  

The focus tends to be on anthrax because it is a very dangerous pathogen that can survive for decades 

under certain circumstances. It is very hardy but it is also possible to deal with it. If we can successfully 

deal with anthrax we should be able to handle the other agents as well. 

Are there technological advances in the horizon that will make it possible for smaller, cheaper sensors to 

detect these threats?  
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Commercially available bioassays are becoming increasingly available, but none of them are as fast or 

instantaneous as the sensors available to detect chemical or radiological threats. In this area the 

technology is not there yet. Trigger technologies are being developed with particle counts that offer 

potential solutions for the future.   

 

Additional Resources 

 U.S. Department of Homeland Security. The BioWatch Program. Available at: 

https://www.dhs.gov/biowatch-program 

 City of New York. Anthrax. Available at: https://www1.nyc.gov/site/doh/health/emergency-

preparedness/emergencies-biological-anthrax-food-contamination.page 

 U.S. Department of Homeland Security. 2012. The Key Planning Factors for Recovery from a 

Biological Terrorism Incident. Available at: https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/20130726-

1910-25045-1918/20_rrkp_key_planning_factors_biological_incident.pdf 

 Federal Bureaus of Investigation (FBI) and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Joint 

Criminal and Epidemiological Investigations Handbook 2016 International Edition. Available at: 

https://www.fbi.gov/file-repository/joint-criminal-and-epidemiological-investigations-handbook-

2016-international-edition/view 

 The Ohio Center of Excellence for Bioterrorism Preparedness and Response: 

https://familymedicine.osu.edu/13512.cfm 
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