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Oversight: A Review of the New York City Department of Health 2001 Comprehensive Arthropod Surveillance and Control Plan

On Thursday, May 31, 2001, the Committee on Health will hold an oversight hearing on the “2001 Comprehensive Arthropod Surveillance and Control Plan issued by the New York City Department of Health (“DOH”) on May 3, 2001.  Expected to testify are Dr. Neal Cohen, Commissioner DOH, public health advocates and members of the public.

BACKGROUND


In the summer and early autumn months of 1999, a mysterious strain of  encephalitis scourged New York City. The cause of this outbreak was eventually identified as West Nile Virus (WNV), a virus carried by the Culex pipiens mosquito and never previously seen in the United States.  West Nile Virus was responsible for the deaths of four people in New York City.  In response to this initial outbreak, DOH mounted a city-wide attack aimed at the eradication of these virus-carrying mosquitoes.  The bulk of this attack was effected through both the aerial and ground spraying of malathion and resmithrin, commonly used, albeit controversial, pesticides. The Committee on Health held oversight hearings on October 12, 1999 and January 18, 2000 to review the actions taken by DOH in response to WNV.  During these hearings, many members of the public complained about what appeared to them as indiscriminate aerial and ground spraying of dangerous pesticides.  

In preparation for the summer and early autumn of 2000, DOH developed a control plan (Comprehensive Arthropod-borne Disease Surveillance and Control Plan 2000) which outlined a graded approach to mosquito prevention and eradication which focused less on adult mosquito control and more on an effort to prevent mosquitoes from breeding.  On April 13, 2000, the Committee on Health held a hearing on this plan.  As was the case with the initial hearings, the public complained of heavy-handed use of pesticide spraying by DOH.  According to DOH, during the summer and autumn of 2000, 14 individuals were infected with WNV and one woman died. (West Nile Virus: Overview of West Nile Virus in New York City in 2000, www.nyc.gov/html/wnv/wnv-01.htm)

On May 3, 2001, DOH issued its “2001 Comprehensive Arthropod Surveillance and Control Plan” (“2001 Control Plan”).  The 2001 Control Plan continues DOH’s focus on the reducing the number of adult mosquitoes by using larvicides, mosquito-eating fish and the elimination of mosquito breeding sources.  

Clarke Environmental Mosquito Management
Last year, DOH contracted with Clarke Environmental Mosquito Management (“Clarke”) to conduct pesticide spraying throughout the City. The $4.6 million contract required the firm to spray the pesticide Anvil from trucks during the night. According to a complaint filed with the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (“OSHA”), a number of workers hired by Clarke contend they now have health problems due to improper training and prolonged exposure to Anvil.  The New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (“NYSDEC”) requires 40 hours of on-the-job training for workers spraying pesticides under the direct supervision of a certified applicator, as well as an additional eight hours of core training. According to the worker’s claims, Clarke did not provide the appropriate training under the law, resulting in numerous health problems.

After investigating the worker’s claims, OSHA fined Clarke $6,750 for five safety violations. Currently, the firm is under investigation by NYSDEC and the U.S. Labor Department. Because of the controversy surrounding Clarke, DOH decided not to accept its bid for a three-year pesticide contract, even though it was the only firm to submit a bid. DOH has not yet found a suitable alternative pesticide-application contractor. 

New York State West Nile Virus Response Plan

In April 2001, the New York State Department of Health (“NYSDOH”) issued a draft report, entitled the “New York State West Nile Virus Response Plan” (the “State Response Plan”). To this date, the State Response Plan remains a “draft” version. This document provides guidance to local health departments and other governmental agencies with respect to measures that may be taken by local health departments to protect the public health and environment from an outbreak of WNV. The State Response Plan does not mandate any particular action. Rather, it details the best current practices, anticipating changes to the indicated procedures as new information is acquired. 


Components of the State Response Plan include surveillance, public education, mosquito larval habitat reduction programs and larval control and adult mosquito control (i.e., spraying). Under this hierarchical response and control approach to a possible WNV outbreak, adult mosquito control is appropriate only when there appears to be imminent risk to human health. In deciding on whether or not there is evidence of WNV activity in birds and other animals that suggests a high risk level for human infection, the State Response Plan suggests that the local health authority should consider a number of factors, including high dead bird densities, high mosquito infection rates, multiple mosquito species testing positive for WNV, horse or mammal cases indicating escalating epizootic transmissions or a human case with evidence of epizootic activity. 

According to the State Response Plan, currently available adulticides include organophosphates, pyrethrins and pyrethroid-based insecticides, which may be applied by backpack or truck foggers, or fixed-wing or rotary wing aircraft. All adulticides must be applied according to the United States Environmental Protection Agency (“EPA”) and NYSDEC regulations and label directions. The State Response Plan notes that the use of insecticides may be accompanied by risks to non-target organisms and ecosystem function. Therefore, under any mosquito control program, adult mosquito control should be judiciously used.  Furthermore, local health units should ensure that mosquito control personnel are certified to apply insecticides and are required to obtain permits for the application of insecticides. Additionally, municipalities and contractors must follow worker protection requirements Articles 2 and 28 of the Labor Law and New York State Department of Labor regulations (12 NYCRR Part 820 and by OSHA 29 CFR 1910). According to the State Response Plan, application of insecticides is most effective between dusk and dawn, when mosquitoes are actively flying. 

In advance of insecticide application, the State Response Plan states that municipalities should 

• 
provide for public notification of spraying schedules and locations within the NYSDEC notification time frames;

• 
provide a public information number;

• 
prepare spray maps that indicate possible target and non-target areas and other features that could impact pesticide applications; and

• 
determine what insecticides will be considered for use, depending on particular situations.

The State Response Plan also states that NYSDEC and NYSDOH should have outreach staff to provide training and advise municipalities on insecticide use.  


Once insecticides have been applied, the State Response Plan indicates that it is important to monitor possible health effects from pesticide exposure. In particular, NYSDOH should collection information regarding health symptoms possibly related to insecticide use. 

OVERVIEW OF THE NEW YORK CITY CONTROL PLAN

The 2001 Control Plan consists of several components, ranging from the prevention of mosquito breeding to aerial and ground spraying EPA and New York State Department of Health (“state DOH”) approved pesticides for adult mosquito control.  The following is a brief overview of each of the 2001 Control Plan’s components.  


Prevention of Mosquito Breeding
Given the potential ill-effects and controversy over the use of pesticides, the 2001 Control Plan lists a number of less hazardous methods to control mosquito populations, methods which are, in effect, preventative in nature. The prevention of mosquito propagation will be achieved through many components, such as surveillance, breeding-ground reduction efforts by the application of larvicides, the use of larvae-eating fish at Department of Environmental Protection waste water treatment plants, and lot cleaning (i.e., tire disposal, roof gutter cleaning).

The identification of areas conducive to the breeding of mosquitoes is of paramount importance in preventing a WNV outbreak.  Under the 2001 Control Plan, the Mayor’s Office of Operations WNV Task Force (“Task Force”) will work with other City agencies, such as DOH, the Department of Sanitation (“DOS”) and the Department of Transportation (“DOT”), as well as private property owners to identify breeding grounds, apply larvicides and otherwise facilitate the application of larvicides (i.e., on private property).  Furthermore, the Task Force, along with other City agencies, is earmarking problem sites, such as clogged sewers and grading problems, as capital improvement projects for the current fiscal year and the future.  

Larvicide application is a major component of mosquito breeding prevention, and therefore is a significant part of the 2001 Control Plan.  According to the Plan, “[s]tarting in May, larvicide will be applied at waste water treatment plants, parks, sewers, and to more than 150,000 catch basins city-wide.” (2001 Control Plan, p. 10)  Larvicides will continue to be applied as needed (i.e., according to surveillance data) throughout the mosquito season. DOH is also slated to work closely with DOS to actively enforce lot cleaning regulations and to work with the Department of Parks and Recreation (“DPR”) to intensify mosquito breeding prevention activities. 

Mosquito Surveillance 

Mosquito breeding grounds and habitats, will be identified and mapped so as to facilitate their surveillance throughout the summer months.  These breeding grounds include water treatment plants and areas containing decaying organic material (i.e., dumps and landfills).  DOH will be working with other City agencies to determine which areas are potential breeding grounds. Mosquito trapping apparatus will be established at approximately 90 sites, throughout the five boroughs. Mosquitoes trapped in these devices will be regularly collected and tested for the presence of WNV. This year, specimens will be tested at DOH laboratories, instead of state DOH laboratories as was the case in previous years.  IN addition to testing for WNV, DOH laboratories will also conduct testing for WNV, as well as other mosquito-borne causes of viral encephalitis, such as St. Louis encephalitis and dengue fever.  In areas were WNV is detected in mosquitoes, birds, other animals or humans, adult mosquito trapping will be intensified in order to determine the zone in which DOH must take action.  The number of trapping sites will be expanded as needed to meet the need for surveillance in more areas. 

Bird and Mammal Surveillance
DOH will investigate fatalities of birds and other animals to determine WNV activity sites.  DOH will depend on the cooperation of the public and veterinarians in spotting dead birds and other sick animals.  Particular attention will be paid to crows and blue jays, as they are the birds most susceptible to WNV.  Starting this month, DOH will begin to ask the public to report dead birds on a WNV information line (877-WNV-4NYC) and through its website (www.nyc.gov/health).  These reporting lines will be available seven days a week, 24 hours a day. According to the information gathered from the efforts, DOH will adjust its control and surveillance actions as necessary.

Human Surveillance and Provider Education 

Beginning in June, New York City health care providers will be reminded by way of a medical bulletin (City Health Information) of their obligation to report any cases of encephalitis and adult cases of viral meningitis to DOH. Such a reminder will be a continuing process, with alerts sent throughout the summer and early autumn.  All suspected cases of encephalitis will confirmed in DOH laboratories. 

According to the 2001 Control Plan, from July to October, hospitals around the City will be contacted each week to determine if there are any potential cases of WNV. Furthermore, from July to October, laboratories in selected hospitals will be asked to hold all spinal fluid samples that suggest viral infection.  These samples will gathered weekly by DOH and be screened for mosquito-borne viruses. However, hospital-based and laboratory-based surveillance will begin earlier if WNV activity is detected. 

The 2001 Control Plan notes that DOH intends to develop a “computerized outbreak detection system” over the course of the next two years.  This system will use data taken from confirmed cases of WNV and other sources to monitor for any increases in illnesses which may indicate the presence of WNV. 


Physician awareness and participation is critical for a successful campaign against WNV related illnesses and deaths.  It is also essential in identifying which areas in the City are in need of mosquito control and pesticide application efforts.  In order to ensure that physicians are fully informed of the dire need for their participation, DOH will issue a special edition of City Health Information which will focus on mosquito-borne diseases (with a specific emphasis on WNV) and the adverse effects associated with pesticide exposure. According to the 2001 Control Plan, Continuing Medical Education and Continuing Nursing Education opportunities on the subject of mosquito-borne viruses will be provided by DOH.


Public Education and Community Outreach

As is the case with physician education, public outreach and education are important factors in controlling disease outbreaks.  The 2001 Control Plan outlines an extensive plan by DOH to inform the public about WNV, including preventative strategies, symptoms of WNV and populations especially at risk for WNV infection.  Furthermore, DOH plans to call upon the public to help report dead birds and standing water sites so as to aid the Department in identifying WNV “hot-spots” and eliminate mosquito breeding grounds.  In the event that pesticides will be used to control adult mosquito populations, DOH plans to inform the public of those spraying schedules, the pesticides being used and the risk associated with the specific pesticides being sprayed.

DOH plans to effect this outreach mainly through its “Mosquito-Proof NYC” campaign. This campaign will include television advertisements, posters, radio segments, brochures and fact sheets. Furthermore, DOH will maintain a West Nile Virus Information Line (877-WNV-4NYC), which will include live operators available most weekdays, and will regularly update its website (www.nyc.gov/health).  Elected officials, community boards, and other organizations will be provided with information about mosquito control and relevant DOH activities. Presentations will be made in multiple languages.  A new and innovative addition to this year’s WNV reduction efforts is the addition of a summer youth corps that will aid DOH in disseminating information to the public about WNV and DOH activities.


In the event that it is determined that pesticide applications are necessary to eradicate WNV-carrying mosquitoes, the 2001 Control Plan indicates that DOH will release information on spraying locations and times 48 hours before the spraying is to take place.  This information will be made available by the media through DOH press releases, the DOH website, hospitals, City agencies, elected officials, community boards, the Board of Education, nursing homes, day camps and other community organizations. However, with the approval of state DOH, DOH may spray with less than 24 hour notice. The 2001 Control Plan also notes that New York City police cars will be dispatched to accompany spraying vehicles to forewarn the public of imminent spraying. 


Adult Mosquito Control
In the event that adult mosquito control (i.e., spraying) becomes necessary, the 2001 Control Plan indicates that DOH will consider strategic pesticide spraying to eradicate adult mosquito populations. The use of pesticides may be determined as necessary, with the guidance of the state DOH and the CDC, wherever clusters of encephalitis caused by WNV appear in any given area.  The 2001 Control Plan does not indicate what method of spraying – aerial or ground – will be used.  

The 2001 Control Plan indicates that DOH will consider using the pesticides that contain the following active ingredients for the purposes of adult mosquito control: resmethrin, sumithrin, permethrin, naled and malathion.  Pesticide applications will be made pursuant to City, State and Federal laws and regulations.

Assessing the Risk of Adverse Health Effects from Pesticide Exposure

DOH is planning to carefully monitor secondary effects of the use of pesticides used for adult mosquito control.  Such monitoring includes surveying the impact of the pesticides on “human health, water quality, and natural resources” and monitoring pesticide-related illnesses as they arise in area hospitals and emergency rooms. Furthermore, DOH will distribute information to the public and health practitioners about the adverse health effects arising from the use of pesticides. 

Research and Evauation

DOH plans to continue working with State and Federal agencies to ascertain the most accurate markers for human illness resulting from WNV infection. Furthermore, the 2001 Control Plan notes that DOH will continue to hone its WNV control abilities through ongoing evaluation of surveillance data, and other indicators.  

The Rockaways Plan


In April 2001, DOH issued “Mosquito Population Control Program in The Rockaways” (“the Rockaways Plan).  The Rockaways Plan complements the 2001 Control Plan and focuses only on Rockway Peninsula. The Rockaways Plan is similar to the 2001 Control Plan in may respects, but focuses more on the use of larvicides, as The Rockaways area is surrounded by marshes in which mosquito breeding sites abound.
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