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Robert Dickens DVM, MA

The Foot and Mouth Disease outbreak in the United Kingdom, the September 11th terrorist attack, the use of weaponized anthrax.  The year 2001 has challenged our nation to better safeguard human and animal health.  One way  the North Carolina Department of Agriculture & Consumer Services has met this challenge is by improving surveillance and data collection for reportable diseases.

Surveillance, a cornerstone of veterinary medicine allows for the early detection of threats and the rapid response to such threats.  Ongoing systematic collection, analysis and interpretation of data provide a scientific and factual basis for creating appropriate policy.

Several statutes and regulations governing the reporting of veterinary diseases in North Carolina have been changed or are in the process of being changed to reflect that a sound surveillance system is based on sound data collection.  Although an informal list of reportable diseases previously existed, it was not written into law.  On November 18, 2002 the Board of Agriculture adopted a new list of diseases that “must be reported within two hours after the disease is reasonably suspected to exist.”  A copy of this list can be found on the NCDA & CS’s Emergency Programs’ website http://www.ncagr.com/oep/ReportableDiseaseList.htm.   Mouse clicking a given disease yields pertinent medical information and photographs of clinical cases.  The first of its kind in the nation, North Carolina’s interactive reportable disease list, provides practitioners with an efficient and accurate source of diagnostic information.

The North Carolina Department of Agriculture & Consumer Services is also converting “Monthly Animal Disease Report” to an electronic, web-based format.  This monthly report compiles information for select diseases that are not otherwise on the reportable disease list.  Traditionally, Rollins Laboratory has mailed these forms to practitioners.  Over the first eight months of 2002, the percent of veterinary clinics that return monthly disease reports has varied between 4-8%.  The data captured from this level of reporting is insufficient for analysis at best and can be misleading at worst.  To better safeguard our community, and to provide more useful information to practitioners, the system needed to improve.

The new electronic system will collect data more efficiently.  It will also disseminate web-enabled maps and summary reports to practitioners.  This information will serve as a diagnostic tool and will keep practitioners current with the epidemiology of diseases that are of concern to their clients and the community at large.   

Participating in the new electronic surveillance system will also give practitioners and veterinary technicians the opportunity to gain Continuing Education Credit.  The North Carolina Veterinary Medical Board recently approved 3 hours of continuing education credit to participate in the monthly reporting system.   (Currently, this is the maximum allowable credit per year for web-based programs, although a proposal to increase the amount of credit for participating in the program was well received and will be considered at the next board meeting.)  

The following describes how the electronic surveillance system will work: 

The practitioner or veterinary technician will access the database using a password and enter the number of cases of specific diseases that have been diagnosed at the clinic during the month.  (The number of diseases that would require reporting will likely vary between 7-13 depending on practice type.) This is all the information that is required.  The practitioner/veterinary technician can, however, access the database at any time. While in the database, he/she can click on links to see incidence and prevalence maps of all reported diseases at the county and state level. Such information can become a valuable diagnostic tool and can be useful in interactions with clients.  In addition to spatial data, the practitioner also will have access to information about diseases by following several links provided on the web page. 

It is estimated that it will require one person in the practice six hours per year (thirty minutes per month) to participate.  Therefore, alternating months, two persons from one practice could participate, each receiving 3 units of CE credit.

In addition to offering CE credit for participating in the monthly electronic surveillance program, NCDA & CS will offer 3 additional CE credits to veterinarians and veterinary technicians who attend a presentation on reportable diseases.  This presentation will explain recent legislative changes, reasons for these changes and how surveillance can benefit the practitioner, the state and others such as researchers at the veterinary college.  This seminar would also explain how to use the new web based reporting form, and how to access and interpret surveillance data.  The practitioner would leave this seminar with a clear knowledge of what to report, how to report, and why to report.  The participant would also gain a clear understanding for how to access and interpret the summary and spatial data generated by such reports. 

The benefits of recent changes governing disease surveillance in North Carolina are substantial. First, the state has placed in law a new list of diseases that must be reported immediately.  Moreover, an interactive, linked-based version of this list has been created on the Emergency Programs web-site.  Such changes will improve disease detection and improve the state’s ability to respond to an outbreak.  Monitoring of diseases listed on the monthly report forms will also be improved through the creation of the electronic surveillance system. Through the electronic surveillance system, practitioners will have access to routinely disseminated summary and spatial data as well as web-based information pages, giving practitioners a significant diagnostic tool and allowing practitioners to keep current with issues that will be of concern to their clients.  An electronic, web-based surveillance system will also save the state money. Currently, Rollins Laboratory spends over $200 per month on postage to mail out the monthly forms.  Additionally, the information from the reports that are mailed back to Rollins must be manually entered into a database.  If entered into the web by the practitioner, the information will automatically be transferred into the database, saving the state substantial labor costs.   For more information on participating in electronic disease surveillance, please visit the NCDA & CS Emergency Programs website, http://www.ncagr.com/oep, Robert.Dickens@ncmail.netor contact Dr. Robert Dickens (919) 807-4309,   .  An invitation to enroll will also be mailed along with the February Monthly Disease Report.
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