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Using electronic links for 
monitoring diseases 
Joan Dzenowagis 

Only two decades ago there was 
widespread optimism that 
infectious diseases would 

soqn be eliminated. Discoveries in 
science and medicine brought us 
antibiotics and vaccines which, 
along with advances in public 
health, pest control and sanitation, 
led to the prevention or control of 
many infectious diseases. 

Today we are seeing a dramatic 
increase in new diseases, as well as 
the recurrence and spread of familiar 
diseases once thought to be under 
control. There has been a rise in the 
spread of strains of bacteria resistant 
to antibiotics, and fresh concerns 

have arisen about new infectious 
agents of animal origin that could 
infect humans, as in the case of 
bovine spongiform encephalopathy. 

These problems are most severe 
in developing countries, but the risk 
is increasing in all countries. It is 
particularly high where people live 
in poverty and in the most difficult 
conditions: crowding and depriva
tion, undernutrition, chronic expo
sure to disease, and inadequate 
access to health care. 

The spread of communicable 
disease concerns every country. 
Internationally, we must build up our 
ability to track all communicable 

India . Women destroy garbage to prevent the spread of plague. Accurate and timely information 
can avert outbreaks of infectious diseases. Photo Keystone/ AFP © 

diseases of public health importance 
and respond to them. It is only by 
consistently following our common 
and known diseases that we will be 
able to detect the unusual and re
spond in time to avoid the devastat
ing consequences of epidemic, or 
population-wide, disease. 

Emerging infectious diseases 
are diseases that hove either 
a ppeared in a popula tion for the 
firs t ti me, or hove occurred 
previously but are increasing in 
incidence or in areas where they 
hod not previously been reported. 
Changing environmental 
cond itions, for example , mig ht 
bri ng more humans into con tact 
w ith disease-carryi ng an ima ls o r 
insects, thus creat ing o n 
opportunity for d isease to in fect a 
new popu la ti on. Re-emerging 
infectious diseases are kn own 
com mun icable diseases that were 
once decl ining in a population but 
ore now increasing aga in . 

WHO's Division of Emerging and 
other Communicable Diseases 
Surveillance and Control (EMC) 
coordinates international efforts to 
respond to communicable diseases. 
We are working with many organiza
tions and countries in this effort. 
Global information systems are an 
important part of our work. 

Global information 
Relevant, accurate and timely infor
mation can avert a local or national 
outbreak and, at the same time, 
prevent an international crisis. 
Global information systems utilize 
up-to-date communications technol
ogy to make sure that information 
collected through global monitoring 
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is rapidly and widely shared. 
Developments in electronic 

communications in recent years 
mean that we can now use communi
cation networks to collect and 
analyse data rapidly in order to guide 
international policies, collaboration, 
travel and trade. We are working to 
ensure worldwide sharing of infor
mation - through the Weekly epi
demiological record, WHO 
publications, the Internet's World 
Wide Web, and other means. 
Electronic communications make 
that information available at any time 
in almost any place. 

Published in electronic and print 
formats in a bilingual English/French 
edition, the Weekly epidemiological 
record is a weekly bulletin covering 
diseases and health risks around the 
world, from major communicable 
and noncommunicable diseases to 
ill-health linked to working condi
tions, contaminated food or lifestyle. 
The WER is found on the World 
Wide Web at http://www.who.ch/ 
wer. 

Internet and the World Wide 
Web(WWW) 

We also post Disease outbreak news, 
a summary of disease epidemics and 
outbreaks reported to WHO, on the 
World Wide Web. Our WWW site 
includes fact sheets with information 
on diseases of public health impor
tance in the news. It is updated every 
time new information comes in. The 
simple, no-frills EMC home page is 
found at http://www.who.ch/ 
prograrnmes/emc. 

Disease outbreak news is 
available by subscription through 
electronic mai l. This is an 
automated li st enabling 
subscribers to receive the 
newsletter w eekly. To subscribe 
to Disease outbreak news, send 
an e-ma il message to: 
majo rdomo@who.ch. Leave the 
subject blank . In the body o f 
the message, type subscribe 
wer-reh as the only item in the text 
part of the message. 

Tracing disease outbreaks 

Rumours of disease outbreaks -
whether from health workers, the 
media, travellers or other sources -
spread quickly and can cause_ pu~lic 
concern or even panic, resulting m 
severely disrupted travel and trade. 
The WHO working group on surveil
lance has set up a mechanism to 
investigate rumours of outbreaks and 
to make this information available as 
quickly as possible on our Disease 
outbreak news page. Our procedure 
is based on sharing information 
through electronic communications 
(e-mail and the Internet) linking a 
network of public health profession
als within WHO headquarters, 
WHO's Regional Offices, country 
representatives and other groups 
involved in disease surveillance. 

A joint initiative of the World 
Bank, the United Nations Joint 
Programme on AIDS (UN AIDS) and 
EMC will enable us to connect our 
system of collaborating centres, 
laboratories and institutions electron
ically by means of local telephone 
services, radio-to-telephone, or 
radio-to-satellite. Once centres are 
connected, we shall establish mailing 
lists for priority diseases, such as 
yellow fever or meningitis, to share 
restricted information with the col
laborating centres. Improved com
munication and access to information 
worldwide helps us to be better 
prepared for disease outbreaks and 
better able to respond to them. 

WHO's influenza surveillance 
network 

Influenza viruses are the focus of the 
WHO influenza surveillance network 
which aims to detect new variants 
early, evaluate their potential to 
cause epidemics, and estimate how 
well existing vaccine or antibodies in 
the population might protect against 
a new variant. WHO vaccine recom
mendations are published annually 
and are followed by vaccine manu
facturers worldwide. 
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The WHO influenza surveillance 
network is a specialized network of 
laboratories that carry out routine 
disease surveillance. These laborato
ries can detect influenza viruses that 
could trigger a pandemic. Linking 
these laboratories electronically is an 
essential part of the preparedness 
plan for the next influenza pandemic. 
The laboratories exchange virus 
strains, diagnostic reagents and 
information to complete the under
standing of influenza during the 
season. Every week during the in
fluenza season, laboratories provide 
information which contributes to a 
global picture of influenz~ epi~e~
ology: geographical location, timmg 
and extent of activity, age groups 
affected and laboratory results. This 
information is analysed and pub
lished by WHO in the Weekly epi
demiological record, by fax service 
during the influenza season, and on 
the Internet (http://www.who.ch/ 
prograrnmes/emc/flu). 

We have developed FluNet, a 
prototype Internet WWW site for the 
electronic submission of influenza 
data from participating national 
laboratories. Submissions are possi
ble only by designated users, but the 
results - graphics, maps and tables of 
influenza activity on a global scale -
are available to the general public. 
On submission and verification of 
data, the maps and summary tables 
are immediately updated, giving 
users a summary of the influenza 
situation. This information is accessi
ble by following links from our home 
page on the World Wide Web. • 
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