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June 23,2014

Tom Frieden, MD, MPH

Director

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
1600 Clifton Road

Atlanta, GA 30333

Dear Dr. Frieden:

As members of the Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions (HELP) Committee with
jurisdiction over public health and biomedical research, we are writing with concerns and
questions about the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC) recent report that
approximately 75 Atlanta-based staff may have been unintentionally exposed to live Bacillus
anthracis (anthrax).' This raises serious concerns about the events that led to this exposure and
what can be done to ensure such an incident does not happen in the future. We request a detailed
explanation of what happened, why established safety protocols were not followed or were
insufficient to prevent such an incident, and what is being done both to resolve this issue and to
prevent such an incident in the future.

On Thursday, June 19" we learned that bioterrorism researchers at the CDC discovered that on
June 6™ they had mistakenly sent live anthrax specimens to two labs at lower biosafety levels at
the agency, instead of what they thought were deactivated — and therefore harmless — samples.
According to reports, researchers were “trying out a new protocol” to inactivate the anthrax
samples. The samples were then moved to other CDC laboratories not equipped to handle live
anthrax samples. A week later, the scientists discovered anthrax growth on one of the samples,
and realized that all the samples may have exposed workers to anthrax. Further, these procedures
in the labs may have aerosolized the spores.

This breach in safety protocol threatened the health and safety of CDC staff and raises serious
concerns and questions with respect to the protocols and procedures that were followed at the
biosafety labs. Of additional concern is the fact that the HELP Committee, which has
jurisdiction over the CDC, the select agent program, and biomedical research generally, did not
learn of this incident until nearly a week after it was detected. To address these concerns, we
request a briefing and written explanation that addresses the following questions:

1 http://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2014/s0619-anthrax.html



1. What were the exact events that led to this incident, including the procedures used to
attempt to inactivate the specimen?

2. What are the relevant security and safety protocols that are currently in place for the
biosafety laboratories involved in this incident?

3. Has the CDC initiated a review of its safety measures and protocols to identify what
happened, what changes may need to be made in order to ensure the safety of CDC staff,
and any additional steps that should be taken to ensure that such an incident does not
occur in the future? If not, please explain why.

4. Were there any measures in place that would have detected the anthrax had it not been
discovered by the researcher who was attempting to dispose of it?

5. Are additional measures necessary to detect initial lapses in the adherence to laboratory
safety and/or security protocols for CDC’s laboratories engaged in research involving the
agents that present the most lethal characteristics? If so, what measures do you believe
are necessary?

We look forward to your prompt response and working with CDC to ensure the security and
safety of our nation’s laboratories engaged in research that supports our nation’s medical
countermeasures. To schedule the briefing, your staff may reach out to Andi Fristedt in
Chairman Harkin’s office at 202-224-7675 or Melissa Pfaff in Ranking Member Alexander’s
office at 202-224-6770.

Sincerely,
Tom Harkin Lamar Alexander
Chairman Ranking Member

Robert P. Casey, Jr. a Richard Burr

U.S. Senator U.S. Senator



