
Trouble in River City
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River City Statistics

3000 EmployeesPublic Works
1700 Personnel, 69 Civilian StaffFire Department
3000 OfficersPolice Department
1000 EmployeesHealth Department
2Major Highways in/out Downtown
40Number of Long-term Care facilities
500Emergency Room Beds
7Number of Hospitals
12%>65 years of age
30%<18 years of age
70%Minorities
635,815Population
4 sq. milesDowntown Area
86 sq. milesArea
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February 2

 The U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS)
releases an audio recording of al-Qaeda’s second-in-
command that contains threats that Americans will die in
the coming weeks. Accompanying the recording is
elevated Internet chatter about a potential bioterror attack.

 The combination leads DHS to raise the color-coded
national terror alert level to Orange (High) from its
previous level of Yellow (Elevated).

 National news outlets announce the threat level change,
post audio excerpts, and make vague references to the
Internet chatter.
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February 7

 In a monthly city officials meeting, the River City Public
Health Commissioner tells attendees that winter 2006-7
has been one of the busiest influenza seasons on record
− Over the past several weeks, River City hospitals

have dealt with 25% more influenza-related
emergency department admissions than expected.

− Children and the elderly have been especially hard hit.
− Emergency departments and inpatient beds have

been consistently near 95% capacity at all seven
River City-area hospitals for the past two weeks.

− The River City Health Department has issued general
guidelines to the city, emphasizing standard health
precautions such as hand-washing.
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Questions

1. How do you balance bioterrorism concerns with
influenza response needs?

2. Given that children and the elderly have been hit
hardest by this influenza, how should you tailor
emergency resource planning to address their
anticipated needs?
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River City Community Calendar, February 6 – 10

 Monday, February 6: State high school band competition
− High schools from all over the state will send their

bands to compete
 Tuesday, February 7: Pink Floyd in concert
− To be held in the Walter Johnson Civic Center, an

indoor general purpose building that seats 10,000.
− The concert has been sold out for weeks and

everyone is looking forward to this popular band.
 Friday, February 10: Arena football: River City Bandits vs.

Capital City Monarchs
− Also to be held in the Walter Johnson Civic Center
− Attendance estimated around 14,000



7

February 20

 Doctors at River City General Hospital (RCGH) observe a
20% increase in patients presenting to their emergency
departments with influenza-like symptoms above the
already-high current level.
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February 20 (Continued)

 River City Health Department (RCHD) Communicable
Disease investigates this spike and finds the following:
− In the early morning hours of February 20, the

emergency departments at RCGH and Riverbend
Memorial Hospital each received 25 patients
complaining of fevers, chills, headaches, myalgias
(muscle aches), nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, and
abdominal pain.

− Patients ranged in age from 20 to 63.
− Hospitals discharged six of these patients (3 from

each hospital) to home by afternoon with instructions
to rest and drink plenty of fluids.

− Twenty-two patients were admitted for dehydration.
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February 21, 1:00 p.m.

 Since yesterday, 150 new patients have presented to all
seven River City hospitals with the same type of flu-like
presentation, including abdominal pain.
− With the 50 from February 20, a total of 200 patients

have presented to area hospitals with flu-like
symptoms.

 The 22 patients still hospitalized since presenting on
February 20 with flu-like illness are now experiencing
cough, shortness of breath, and hemoptysis (coughing up
blood).
− Twelve of those 22 patients are also presenting with

purple skin discoloration.
 The six patients originally discharged with flu-like illness

on February 20 have re-presented, also complaining of
cough, shortness of breath, and hemoptysis.
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February 21, 1:00 p.m. (Continued)

 River City public health and hospital officials are very
concerned about this unusual presentation of what
originally appeared to be just a flu-like illness.

 City public health officials tell area hospitals to isolate
those who meet the case definition of cough, shortness of
breath, and hemoptysis.
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Question

3. At this point, pending lab confirmation, what
decisions do public health and hospital
administrators have to make regarding allocation of
the 100 available negative pressure isolation rooms?
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February 21, 5:30 p.m.

 Sputum gram stains from ten patients who were admitted
on February 20 reveal aerobic gram negative coccobacilli
with a characteristic “safety pin” appearance.

 A preliminary diagnosis of pneumonic plague is made on
these patients and they are started on appropriate
parenteral (intravenous) antibiotics (Streptomycin or
Gentamicin). They are placed in respiratory (droplet)
isolation and their sputum samples are sent to CDC for
further analysis.

 Post-exposure prophylaxis of patient contacts and health
care workers at both hospitals is initiated.



13

February 21, 5:30 p.m. (Continued)

 Rapid PCR (polymerase chain reaction) testing at CDC
confirms the suspected plague diagnosis. Given the
clinical picture and lab diagnosis, clinicians conclude that
the patients are suffering from pneumonic plague.
RCHD case investigation reveals:
− Ten patients came from the high school band

competition
− Twelve came from the Pink Floyd Concert
− Nine came from the Arena Football game

 RCHD requests the Strategic National Stockpile (SNS) be
released to River City.

 DHS raises the terror alert level to Red (Severe).
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February 21, 5:30 p.m. (Continued)

 River City area hospitals have enough medication to treat
200 pneumonic plague cases over the next 24 hours,
pending arrival of the Strategic National Stockpile.

 Due to the severe influenza season already affecting
elderly residents, area hospitals collectively have only 20
additional available ventilators.
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Key Facts About Pneumonic Plague

 Pneumonic plague occurs when Y. pestis infects the
lungs.

 This type of plague can spread from person to person
through the air. Transmission can take place if someone
breathes in aerosolized bacteria, which could happen in a
bioterrorist attack.

 Pneumonic plague is also spread by breathing in Y. pestis
suspended in respiratory droplets from a person (or
animal) with pneumonic plague. Becoming infected in this
way usually requires direct and close contact with the ill
person or animal.

 Pneumonic plague may also occur if a person with
bubonic or septicemic plague is untreated and the
bacteria spread to the lungs.
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Key Facts About Pneumonic Plague (Continued)

 Early treatment of pneumonic plague is essential. To
reduce the chance of death, antibiotics must be given
within 24 hours of first symptoms. Streptomycin,
gentamicin, the tetracyclines, and chloramphenicol are all
effective against pneumonic plague.
− Antibiotic treatment for 7 days will protect people who

have had direct, close contact with infected patients.
− Wearing a close-fitting surgical mask also protects

against infection.
 A plague vaccine is not currently available for use in the

United States.
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Question

4. Given confirmation of plague, how should healthcare
and safety resources now be marshaled and
prioritized over the next several hours?

5. How should patients affected by plague be managed
in concert with existing hospital surge challenges
from seasonal influenza?
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February 21, 8:00 p.m.

 Local, national, and international media outlets have
converged on River City with a sea of television trucks
and satellite equipment.

 Calls from panicked citizens in the region flood the 911
system, and cell phone networks have become
overwhelmed by call volume.
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February 21, 8:30 p.m.

 The President of the River City Council delivers a press
conference with the local health commissioner,
announcing the establishment of a quarantine for area
residents.
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Questions

6. In the face of local health infrastructure constraints,
what public health risk communication messages
need to be delivered to the public at this time?

7. What challenges will come into play with respect to
establishing and enforcing public safety measures
given River City’s available resources?
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February 23, 7:00 p.m.

 There are now 90 confirmed cases of pneumonic plague
in the River City metropolitan region.

 A total of 15 patients have died from respiratory failure
and shock. The news of these deaths brings added
anxiety to the region and the nation.

 Schools have been closed and unnecessary gatherings
cancelled in the River City metropolitan region for the past
two days.
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February 23 – April 1

 In coordination with federal public health agencies, RCHD
opens up numerous centers to distribute prophylactic
antibiotics to the thousands of potentially exposed people
who have no symptoms.

 Numerous clinics must also be opened and staffed to
manage the thousands of patients who are showing
symptoms.

 Throughout this period, the media continues with round-
the-clock coverage.

 The River City economy is devastated; schools are closed
and people are afraid to leave their homes or return to
work.
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Question

8. What prioritization decisions do these ongoing
requirements entail as the event evolves?
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April 30

 No new cases have been diagnosed for the previous
seven days.

 A total of 4,000 people have been hospitalized and 500
have died in the area.

 Despite the exhaustion of all medical, public health and
emergency response workers, the business of recovery
must begin.
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Question

9. How should resources be allocated to River City
residents versus other affected communities during
the recovery phase?

10. What are the types of resources that need to be
considered and how should they be prioritized for
impacted populations in the area?


