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WASHINGTON: After weeks of Ebola pan-
ic, false alarms and quibbles over quaran-
tine in the United States, health authori-
ties are bracing for a new battle: Flu sea-
son. The end of October marks the start of
influenza season, bringing with it the pre-
dictable sniffles, sneezes, fever and aches
that can extend well  into the spring
months. But this year is different for two
reasons. First is the Ebola epidemic in
West Africa that spilled into the United
States when a Liberian man traveled to
Texas in September and infected two
nurses who helped care for him.

The second is the late summer out-
break of enterovirus D68, a respiratory ill-
ness that has sickened more than 1,100
people in 46 states since August, the US
Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention said. Most areas of the country
are reporting a decline in EV-D68, but sev-
en states including California say they are
still seeing increases. There is no vaccine
against the EV-D68, which has been
linked to paralysis and neurologic symp-
toms in a small number of child patients.

Nor is there any treatment on the mar-
ket to cure or prevent Ebola, though
experimental vaccines are being fast-
tracked. The prospect of facing all three

illnesses in a single season has led the
CDC to start a public education campaign
to help people understand the risks, and
to remind people to get their annual flu
vaccine. 

“There may be some public concern or
confusion between seasonal influenza
and Ebola this season,” a CDC spokes-
woman said in an email to AFP, citing past
experience with fears over the Middle
East respiratory syndrome (MERS) and
Severe acute respiratory syndrome
(SARS). “Flu-like symptoms in US residents
this flu season will most likely be caused
by seasonal influenza, not Ebola.”

Similar Symptoms 
Flu and Ebola share some common

symptoms, such as fever,  headache,
fatigue and aches and pains. But there are
big differences, too. Influenza causes
cough, sore throat and runny nose, while
Ebola does not. Ebola leads to vomiting
and diarrhea within three to six days,
severe weakness and stomach pain, as
well as unexplained bleeding and bruis-
ing. To illustrate these differences, the
CDC has issued a flyer tit led “Flu or
Ebola?” that offers a side-by-side compari-
son. The simple, bold print is accompa-

nied by graphics, including one person
sneezing on another to show how flu
transmits by droplets spewed when sick
people cough, sneeze or talk.

Ebola transmission is illustrated by a
bright red blood drop and needle. “Ebola
can only be spread by direct contact with
blood or bodily fluids,” the flyer says.  As
part of increased screening measures,
patients around the country are now
asked to fill out a questionnaire asking if
they have traveled to West Africa recently
and if they have any Ebola symptoms.

“Everybody is screening now, in outpa-
tient offices,  in hospital  emergency
rooms, in ambulatory centers,” said Debra
Spicehandler, infectious disease expert at
Northern Westchester Hospital in New
York. “The only problem is we are all
spending a lot of time getting prepared
for Ebola, so we may have lost our focus a
bit on influenza and preparation for the
influenza season,” she told AFP. The CDC
recommends an annual flu shot for every-
one over six months of age, preferably by
the end of October. Last year, 42 percent
of adults and 59 percent of children
received their flu shots. The CDC said it is
too early to tell how many have received
their vaccinations this year.

By the Numbers 
Every year, between five and 20 per-

cent of Americans get the flu, as many as
200,000 are hospitalized and deaths have
reached as high as 49,000 in recent
decades, the CDC says. Worldwide, the flu
infects anywhere from three to five million
people per year and kills up to 500,000,
according to the World Health
Organization. The current outbreak of
Ebola in West Africa is the world’s largest in
history, killing more than 4,900 people and
infecting more than 13,000 since the
beginning of the year.

Ebola is rare, but lethal about half the
time. Of the nine patients treated for Ebola
in US hospitals this year, however, just one
has died. The flu is common, but rarely
lethal except among the young, the elderly
and those with weakened immune sys-
tems. Only a doctor can tell if a patient
should be tested for Ebola, based on travel
history and potential exposure to infected
patients. “The important thing is not to
panic. The most important thing to be con-
cerned about is the flu, not Ebola,” said
Robert Glatter, an emergency physician at
Lenox Hill Hospital in New York. “The most
important thing people can do is get a flu
shot.” — AFP 

Flu or Ebola? US hospitals prepare for confusing season

CAPE ELIZABETH, Maine: A nurse who
treated Ebola patients in Sierra Leone
but has tested negative for the virus
went for a bike ride on Thursday, defy-
ing Maine’s order that she be quaran-
tined in her home and setting up a legal
collision with Governor Paul LePage.
Attorneys for Kaci Hickox, 33, said they
had not yet been served with a court
order to enforce the 21-day quarantine -
matching the virus’s maximum incuba-
tion period - but remained prepared to
fight such an order if necessary.

LePage’s office said negotiations with
Hickox, who worked with Doctors
Without Borders in Sierra Leone, “have
failed despite repeated efforts by state
officials” and that he would “exercise the
full extent of his authority allowable by
law.” The quarantine showdown
between Hickox and Maine has become
the focal point of a struggle between
several US states opting for stringent
measures to guard against Ebola and a
federal government wary of discourag-
ing potential medical volunteers.

Mandatory quarantines ordered by
some US states on doctors and nurses
returning from West Africa’s Ebola out-
break are creating a “chilling effect” on
Doctors Without Borders operations
there, the humanitarian group said on
Thursday. A California-based nurses
union said it was organizing strikes and
other protests against what it views as
insufficient protection for nurses caring
for patients stricken with the deadly
virus.

Hickox left her home in the small
Maine town of Fort Kent, along the
Canadian border, and television news
images showed her taking a morning

bicycle ride with her boyfriend, Ted
Wilbur.  Hickox has given the New
England state a deadline of Thursday to
lift an order that she remain at home
until Nov 10, or she will go to court. “It’s
a beautiful day for a bike ride,” said
Hickox, wearing a helmet and other bike
gear as she headed out for her 3-mile (5-
km) ride while police stationed outside
her house stood by without trying to
stop her, according to local media.

LePage’s office said he was open to
an arrangement in which she could go
for walks, runs or bike rides but not go
into public places or come within 1 m of
other people. “I was ready and willing -
and remain ready and willing - to rea-
sonably address the needs of healthcare
workers meeting guidelines to assure
the public health is protected,” said

LePage, a Republican locked in a tough
three-way re-election battle.

President Barack Obama, who has
criticized mandatory quarantine policies
imposed by some states for returning
medical workers like Hickox, flew to
Maine on Thursday to campaign in the
town of Cape Elizabeth for Democratic
candidates, including Mike Michaud,
who is trying to unseat LePage in
Tuesday’s midterm elections. He did not
address the Ebola issue in public
remarks at a voter rally.

One of Hickox’s attorneys, Norman
Siegel, defended his client’s decision to
go for a bike ride but noted that she
avoided the center of town so as not to
“freak people out”. “Since there’s no
court order, she can be out in public,”
Siegel said. —Reuters

A bucket and 
soap - gifts 

in Ebola zone
MONROVIA: It has been a vexing problem for courtesans
of queens, princesses and the powerful throughout histo-
ry - what do you get for the woman who has everything?
For the guests celebrating the 76th birthday of Liberia’s
President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, the answer was straight-
forward: a few buckets, some bars of soap and gallons of
disinfectant. A head-of-state might normally blanche at
such a thrifty tribute, but Ebola-hit Liberia is living in
strange times and Sirleaf was more than happy, according
to an official statement on Thursday’s celebrations.

“She noted that the commemoration of her birthday
should be a moment of reflection for all Liberians and
partners standing up together in the difficult period to
fight the Ebola,” Sirleaf’s office said, expounding at length
on the austerity of the occasion. The gift came from an
association of former pupils who had travelled from an
agricultural school 70 km east of the capital Monrovia to
wish their leader many happy returns.

“We will join the government in fighting and driving
away this pandemic that has attempted to devastate our
country - but our country will not be devastated,” alumni
representative Kenneth Best said in a stirring speech quot-
ed by the presidency. 

If Sirleaf didn’t feel like breaking out the champagne, it
is hardly surprising. Her government is leading the fight
against an Ebola epidemic that has killed almost 5,000
people in west Africa, around half of them in Liberia. Her
office was at pains to point out that the presidential birth-
day was a time for sombre reflection rather than wild cele-
bration. 

Sirleaf received well-wishers throughout the day in her
austere office in the Foreign Ministry, including members
of her cabinet, the chief justice and senior officials in the
governor of the central bank. But it wasn’t all doom and
gloom, for the gathered guests, who recited poems and
belted out birthday songs, according to the presidency.
One senator even brought news that he had managed to
sign four financial bills into his county’s local laws, “as a
present for the Liberian leader’s natal day”. Alpha Kappa
Alpha Sorority, a US-based worldwide association of
African-American female students and its male equivalent,
Alpha Phi Alpha Fraternity, presented Sirleaf with a cake
decorated with a presidential portrait. — AFP 
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FORT KENT, Maine: Ted Wilbur, the boyfriend of nurse Kaci Hickox, speaks to
reporters outside their home on Thursday. — AP 


