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Cally Cheng

An epidemiologist warned yesterday
that the world should expect more
outbreaks of infectious disease in the
coming decades.

Asia, he wamned, could be one of
the breeding grounds for new disease
and he called on governments around
the world to establish proper
surveillance systems to protect their
populations.

Speaking at a Hong Kong
University seminar; Professor Roy

Anderson of London University’s
infectious diseases department said
the increase in air travel, the growth in
global population and the rising
number of large urban centres with a
high population density were
contributory factors to the outbreaks.

Anderson said Asia was vulnerable
because the number of ‘‘mega-cities”’
in the continent would reach 19 by
2015, compared with three in Africa
and five in Latin America.

Anderson said Hong Kong could
play an important surveillance role
because of its sophisticated medical
infrastructure.

However, because it was densely
populated, Hong Kong also ran the
additional risk of being an area where
diseases such as influenza and dengue
fever could easily spread.

““The government and Hospital
Authority should work hard to build a
more sophisticated surveillance
system to prevent the recurrence of
epidemics, such as the bird flu of last
year.”’

When asked if he thought Sars
would break out again in Hong Kong,
Anderson said: ‘‘T am optimistic. But I
am concerned about China because of
its huge population and area.”’

He said Hong Kong’s success in
controlling Sars would be
internationally recognised.

He was especially impressed by the
dedication of health workers who
stayed at their posts during the
outbreak.
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Heike Phillips

An international medical expert
says the key to preventing a repeat
of the Sars outbreak lies not in es-
tablishing a purpose-built infec-
tious diseases hospital but in set-
ting up a sophisticated surveillance
system in each hospital and a
shared “real-time” database.

Speaking at a seminar at the
University of Hong Kong yesterday,
the head of Imperial College’s de-
partment of infectious disease epi-
demiology at London University,
Roy Anderson, also said there was a
need for better communication be-
tween hospitals and the Depart-
ment of Health in combatting fu-
ture outbreaks.

He reiterated a call by the uni-
versity’s department of community
medicine last week for a compre-
hensive database to better manage
the collection and flow of informa-
tion between hospitals, doctors
and health authorities in the event
of an outbreak.

Professor Anderson stressed the
need for such a database to operate
on a “shared and real-time” basis.

“This data capture has to be
real-time and needs to come in
from every health-care centre every
day into one centralised database.
Then you can begin to make real-
time policy decisions,” he said.

Professor Anderson said the De-
partment of Health had been en-
couraged to start developing a uni-
form questionnaire and digital
record for patient information.

“Data capture is the most im-
portant bit in dealing with an out-
break,” he said.

“You have the components of a
central database in place, but the
clinical bit is not moulded with the
epidemiological bit, which is not
moulded with the [contact] tracing
S o) | A e




Professor Anderson suggested "~
that instead of investing in a single
infectious diseases hospital, each
medical centre should have a spe-
cialist infectiouis disease unit with
isolation facilities, manned by staff
experienced in infection control.

He said hospitals were very im-
portant in controlling infectious
diseases, not least because it was in
hospitals where outbreaks were
first identified.

Professor Anderson warned that
Asia could increasingly become the
source of global outbreaks of infec-
tious diseases in the next 10 years.

This was because of its popula-
tion density, growing mobility of
people due to economic growth
and the rise of mega-cities of more
than 10 million people.

This, in turn would have a signif-
icant impact on Hong Kong, due to
its position as an international avi-
ation hub and its proximity to the
mainland.

“There is no stigma attached to
it. One doesn’t blame, for example,
Hong Kong for the influenza epi-
demic - these are just facts of life,”
he said.

Calling yesterday’s removal of
Hong Kong from the WHOQ's affect-
ed-area list “right and proper”, Pro-
fessor Anderson complimented
Hong Kong on its handling of the
Sars outbreak and raised doubts
that London would have dealt with
such an outbreak quite as effective-
ly.

“One reason is that the British
public is not as compliant and less
trusting of public health directors,”
he said. “[In Hong Kong], once you
do pick up the disease, the public
responds marvellously.”

He also congratulated Hong
Kong’s medical staff on their com-
mitment and dedication.

“The medical workers were g,
most impressive,” Professor Ander- -
son said. “No one jumped ship and
some paid for their dedication very

dearly.”
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