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Flashback 2008

Disease Surveillance and EPI

For the Epidemiology Unit, 2008 was a year with new
challenges and full of activities. Yet, it could be labeled
as a year of success. The skipper has changed; Chief
Epidemiologist Dr Nihal Abeysinghe secured a new
position in the World Health Organization and the Dep-
uty Epidemiologist Dr Paba Palihawadana has directed
the march from there onwards.

While the Epidemiology Unit guided and assisted the
healthcare staff at national and regional levels to con-
trol a number of diseases and prevent seasonal out-
breaks, it had to face and deal with several significant
disease outbreaks. When there was a national interest
for recultivation of abandoned agricultural lands, deal-
ing with worst ever leptospirosis epidemic was not
easy. Introduction of new vaccines i.e. the pentavalent
vaccine for the betterment of health of children in our
country was not devoid of problems.

Increased research activities focusing on both commu-
nicable and non communicable diseases were on the
agenda for 2008. We believe that in 2008, Epidemiol-
ogy Unit could provide a significant contribution for a
healthy Sri Lanka. It would have been impossible with-
out the commendable enthusiasm and commitment
rendered by all staff.

Control of disease outbreaks

Leptospirosis: During 2008, Epidemiology Unit
had to face the largest ever leptospirosis out-
break with more than 7400 suspected case noti-
fications and more than 200 deaths. Worst af-
fected areas were Western and Central prov-
inces. Epidemiology Unit conducted a well rep-
resented meeting of stakeholders which in-

cluded officers from agriculture, environment

and local government sectors. This was to de-
velop the intersectoral coordination and a com-
prehensive single programme to control lepto-
spirosis. Establishment of a National Coordi-
nating Committee and also to establish coordi-
nating committees at district and divisional
level and implementing committees at village
level was decided. District level review meet-
ings were held in high risk areas and the Epide-
miology Unit provided necessary technical
guidelines by participating in these meetings.

Chemoprophylaxis was also provided to af-
fected areas through the Medical Supplies Divi-
sion. An effort also was made to sero-diagnose
the condition in collaboration with the Medical
Research Institute and Veterinary Research
Institute.

Sentinel sites for special investigation of lepto-

spirosis was increased from 16 to 58 hospitals.

Chikungunya: At the end of the year, there was
an outbreak of Chikungunya in some parts of
the country. This started in November from
the Hambantota district and later spilled into
Embilipitiya in the Ratnapura district. Then
outbreaks were reported from Moneragala,
Kalmunai and Kurunegala districts. Outbreaks
in all these districts were serologically con-
firmed at the Medical Research Institute, Co-

lombo.
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Viral Hepatitis and Leishmaniasis: In addition to the leptospi-

rosis and Chikungunya outbreaks, there was a viral hepatitis
outbreak involving Mawanella and Aranayake MOH areas in
Kegalle district. Leishmaniasis outbreaks were reported from

Matale and Hambantota districts too.

Dengue Fever: Dengue fever was fairly under control as there
was no increased case reporting with South Western mon-
soon in June-July period. However, when compared with the
previous year, there was a significant increase of case load in
the Matale district. In 2008, there were only 25 deaths due to
dengue haemorrhagic fever (DHF) among reported cases of
dengue fever/ DHF cases which amounted to slightly over
6500.

Special surveillance of notifiable diseases

Special Investigation of meningitis and encephalitis were
started during 2008. This was a very successful exercise.
However, one limiting factor is that this special investigation
does not distinguish the aetiology for the condition. But this
limitation compensates to a certain extent by the laboratory

surveillance data.

Vaccine preventable diseases and EPI

AEFl to Pentavalent Vaccine: Pentavalent vaccine against
diphtheria, pertussis, tetanus, hepatitis-B and Haemophilus
influenza B was introduced into the EPI schedule from the
beginning of the year. However, administration of this vac-
cine had to be suspended following the observation of a dif-
ferent profile of adverse events following this immunization.
The particular concern was that several children lost their
lives with reportedly hypotonic hyporesponsive episodes. A
causality assessment exercise was commenced by local ex-
perts in collaboration with experts from the World Health
Organization (WHO). There were no conclusive evidence to
suggest that any of these cases involved were causally associ-

ated with the administered vaccine.

This unusual presentation strongly justifies further strength-
ening of AEFI surveillance and investigation of all deaths
that are temporally related to immunization. As a result the
Epidemiology Unit has developed a standardized protocol for
investigation of deaths following immunization and it was
presented to all Consultant Judicial Medical Officers of the

country at a consultative meeting held.

AFP Surveillance: Year 2008 marked the 14thyear after the
reporting of the last case of poliomyelitis in Sri Lanka. Spe-
cial surveillance activities of acute flaccid paralysis was also
further strengthened in this year which included consultative
reviews with clinicians and also a review visit to the Kurune-

gala Teaching Hospital with National Committee for Certifi-
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cation of Poliomyelitis Eradication. The manual - Guidelines
for Medical Officers on Eradication of Poliomyelitis was re-

printed and distributed throughout the country.

Immunization Guide: In order to reprint the Immunization
Guide revising the contents was commenced in 2008. It is
expected that the new version of Immunization Guide could
be published n mid 2009.

Japanese Encephalitis Vaccine: To continue with the immuni-
zation programme in operation, there were constraints in
obtaining Japanese Encephalitis killed virus vaccine. There-
fore, the limited available vaccine stocks were used to admin-
ister the 81 dose of primary immunization and the 4t booster
dose for the cohorts of those children already partially immu-

nized.

Avian Influenza Preparedness

Activities related to Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza
(HPAI) preparedness were continued throughout the year
2008. Accordingly, a special operation cell on Avian Influ-
enza was established in the National Focal Point, Epidemiol-
ogy Unit with new recruitments consisting of financial assis-
tants, programme assistants and data entry operators. This
was funded by the Health Sector Development Project of
World Bank. Provincial and District Technical Committees
on Avian Influenza Preparedness were also established in

Western, North Western, Central and Eastern provinces.

A national workshop with table top exercises on HPAI pre-
paredness was held for all key stakeholders in order to evalu-
ate the present National Plan of Action for HPAI Prepared-
ness. A training workshop on rapid response and contain-
ment of HPAI was also held in the early part of 2008 with
the participation of middle-level managers from Ministries of
Health, Livestock Development & Local Government and
Armed Forces.

In addition, development of infrastructure facilities and ca-
pacity building at peripheral level was also carried out. This
included development of isolation units in the sentinel hospi-
tals where refurbishment work in 13 hospitals and supply of
equipments to 9 hospitals has been commenced. In addition
essential supplies i.e. personal protective equipment (PPE)
and laboratory reagents were distributed to all sentinel hos-
pitals and laboratories. The antiviral agent Oseltamivir

stocks were made available in all sentinel hospitals.

IEC materials and a National Communication Strategy were
developed after a behavioural community survey. An emer-
gency rehabilitation plan for Infectious Disease Hospital

(IDH) also was prepared during 2008.

To be continued into the next issue
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Table 1: Vaccine-preventable Diseases & AFP 20t - 26t December 2008 (52nWeek)

Acute Flac- 02 00 00 00 00 00 00 01 01 04 00 103 85 +21.2%
cid Paralysis i“L"zll BD=1 | KG=1

Measles 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 01 108 81 +33.3%

Whooping 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 00 01 01 00 57 a7 +21.3%
Cough KG=1

Table 2: Newly Introduced Notifiable Disease 20th - 26t December 2008 (52ndWeek)

Chickenpox 15 02 12 | 01 | 06 | 05 03 02 11 57 54 5493 3435 +59.9%

Mumps 01 02 06 09 00 01 08 02 08 37 90 2909 2314 +25.7%
Key to Table 1 & 2
Provinces: W: Western, C: Central, S: Southern, N: North, E: East, NC: North Central, NW: North Westem, U: Uva, Sab: Sabaragamuwa.

DPDHS Divisions: CB: Colombo, GM: Gampaha, KL: Kalutara, KD: Kandy, ML: Matale, NE: Nuwara Eliya, GL: Galle, HB: Hambantota, MT: Matara, JF: Jaffna,
KN: Killinochchi, MN: Mannar, VA: Vavuniya, MU: Mullaitivu, BT: Batticaloa, AM: Ampara, TR: Trincomalee, KM: Kalmunai, KR: Kurunegala, PU: Puttalam,
AP: Anuradhapura, PO: Polonnaruwa, BD: Badulla, MO: Moneragala, RP: Ratnapura, KG: Kegalle.

Data Sources:

Weekly Return of Communicable Diseases: Diphtheria, Measles, Tetanus, Whooping Cough, Chickenpox, Meningitis, Mumps.

Special Surveillance: Acute Flaccid Paralysis.

National Control Program for Tuberculosis and Chest Diseases: Tuberculosis.

Table 3: Laboratory Surveillance of Dengue Fever 20t - 26t December 2008 (52ndWeek)

tested positive
IIEHIIIlliillIlliilllllillllﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁl
00 01 00 00 00

tory, Asiri Surgical Hospi-
Number for current week 01 01

tal

* Not all positives are
subjected to serotyping.
NA= Not Available.

Total number to date in 2008 288 35 00 17 10 00 02
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Table 4: Selected notifiable diseases reported by Medical Officers of Health
20th - 26tDecember 2008 (52nd\Week)

DPDHS Dengue Dysentery | Encepha- Enteric Food Leptospi- Viral Returns
Division Fever | DHF* litis Fever Poisoning rosis Hepatitis i '?r?ce'l*;e*f
ime
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Source: Weekly Returns of Communicable Diseases (WRCD).

*Dengue Fever / DHF refers to Dengue Fever / Dengue Haemorrhagic Fever.

*Timely refers to returns received on or before 03 January, 2009 Total number of reporting units =309. Number of reporting units data provided for the current week: 225
A = Cases reported during the current week. B = Cumulative cases for the year.
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