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Fort Detrick lab shut down after failed safety inspection;
all research halted indefinitely

By Heather Mongilio hmongilio@newspost.com

Aug 2, 2019

The U.S. Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases at Fort Detrick.

News-Post file photo

All research at a Fort Detrick laboratory that handles

high-level disease-causing material, such as Ebola, is on

hold inde�nitely after the Centers for Disease Control

and Prevention found the organization failed to meet

biosafety standards.

No infectious pathogens, or disease-causing material,

have been found outside authorized areas at the U.S.

Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases.
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The CDC inspected the military research institute in

June and inspectors found several areas of concern in

standard operating procedures, which are in place to

protect workers in biosafety level 3 and 4 laboratories,

spokeswoman Caree Vander Linden con�rmed in an

email Friday.

The CDC sent a cease and desist order in July.

After USAMRIID received the order from the CDC, its

registration with the Federal Select Agent Program,

which oversees disease-causing material use and

possession, was suspended. That suspension

e�ectively halted all biological select agents and toxin

research at USAMRIID, Vander Linden said in her email.

The Federal Select Agent Program does not comment

on whether a program such as USAMRIID is registered

and cannot comment on action taken to enforce

regulations, Kathryn Harben, a spokeswoman for the

CDC, wrote in an email.

“As situations warrant, [Federal Select Agent Program]

will take whatever appropriate action is necessary to

resolve any departures from regulatory compliance in

order to help ensure the safety and security of work

with select agents and toxins,” Harben said in the email.

The suspension was due to multiple causes, including

failure to follow local procedures and a lack of periodic

recerti�cation training for workers in the

biocontainment laboratories, according to Vander

Linden. The wastewater decontamination system also

failed to meet standards set by the Federal Select

Agent Program, Vander Linden said in a follow-up
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email.

“To maximize the safety of our employees, there are

multiple layers of protective equipment and validated

processes,” she said.

Vander Linden could not say when the laboratory

would be able to continue research.

“USAMRIID will return to fully operational status upon

meeting benchmark requirements for biosafety,” she

said in an email. “We will resume operations when the

Army and the CDC are satis�ed that USAMRIID can

safely and consistently meet all standards.”

USAMRIID has been working on modi�ed biosafety

level 3 procedures and a new decontamination system

since �ooding in May 2018. This “increased the

operational complexity of bio-containment laboratory

research activities within the Institute,” she said.

At the time of the cease and desist order, USAMRIID

scientists were working with agents known to cause

tularemia, also called deer �y or rabbit fever, the

plague and Venezuelan equine encephalitis, all of which

were worked on in a biosafety level 3 laboratory.

Researchers were also working with the Ebola virus in a

biosafety level 4 lab, Vander Linden said.

Of the pathogens, Ebola, bacteria Yersinia pestis

(plague), and bacterium Francisella tularensis

(tularemia) are on the list of the Health and Human

Services select agents and toxins. The three are

considered Tier 1 agents, which pose a severe public

health and safety threat.
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Venezuelan equine encephalitis also falls under the

Federal Select Agent Program, according to the Code

of Federal Regulations.

The military research institute is looking at each of its

contracts to see what will be a�ected by the shutdown.

USARMIID work outside the lab is not expected to be

a�ected, including on Ebola, Vander Linden said.

“We are coordinating closely with the CDC to ensure

that critical, ongoing studies within bio-containment

laboratories are completed under appropriate

oversight and that research animals will continue to be

cared for in accordance with all regulations,” she said in

an email. “Although much of USAMRIID’s research is

currently on hold, the Institute will continue its critical

clinical diagnostic mission and will still be able to

provide medical and subject matter expertise as

needed to support the response to an infectious

disease threat or other contingency.”

According to the Code of Federal Regulations, which

also lists required training, records and biosafety plans,

Federal Select Agents Program registration can be

suspended to protect public health and safety. It is not

clear if this is why the USAMRIID registration was

suspended.

The code also gives the Department of Health and

Human Services, under which the CDC falls, the right to

inspect any site and records, without prior

noti�cations. Vander Linden said in the email that the

CDC inspected USAMRIID several times over the past

year, both unannounced and on a regularly scheduled

basis.
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Heather Mongilio
Heather Mongilio is the health and Fort Detrick reporter for the Frederick News-Post. She can be

reached at hmongilio@newspost.com.

USAMRIID will work to meet requirements set by the

Army and the CDC and have its suspension lifted,

Vander Linden said.

“While the Institute’s research mission is critical, the

safety of the workforce and community is paramount,”

she said. “USAMRIID is taking the opportunity to

correct de�ciencies, build upon strengths, and create a

stronger and safer foundation for the future.”

Follow Heather Mongilio on Twitter: @HMongilio.
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