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 SciÂenÂtists are worÂried that a disÂease asÂsoÂciÂatÂed with devÂasÂtatÂing meÂdiÂeÂval
epiÂdemics may make a comeÂback as a weapÂon.An arÂtiÂcle in this weekâ€™s isÂsue of the
medÂiÂcal jourÂnal The LanÂcet disÂcusses the posÂsiÂbilÂiÂty that the bacÂteÂriÂum
reÂsponÂsiÂble for plagueâ€”known in the MidÂdle Ages as the Black Deathâ€”could serve as a
bioterÂrorÂism agent.   	

 	
 	
 	
 	
  	

 	
 	
 	
 	
 Infections from the miÂcrobe, YerÂsiÂnia pesÂtis, take sevÂerÂal forms.In the arÂtiÂcle, Mike
PrenÂtice of UniÂverÂsiÂty ColÂlege in Cork, IreÂland and LiÂla RaÂhalÂiÂson of the PasÂteur
InÂstiÂtute in AnÂtaÂnaÂnaÂri, MadÂaÂgasÂcar, reÂviewed the bacÂteÂriÂumâ€™s
geÂnetÂic makeÂup, hisÂtoÂry and modes of transÂmisÂsion.      ShootÂing deadÂly arÂrows, a
shadÂowy figÂure of death seals the fates of plague vicÂtims in this anonÂyÂmous 15th-century
paintÂing, AlÂleÂgoÂry of the Plague. 
The miÂcrobe mulÂtiÂplies in fleas that have fed on inÂfected anÂiÂmalsâ€™ blood. This causes a
blockÂage in the fleaâ€™s feedÂing sysÂtem that makes the flea conÂtinÂuÂalÂly reÂgurÂgiÂtate
and feed again, deÂlivÂerÂing the germ inÂto the blood of whatÂevÂer it is bitÂingâ€”ofÂten a
roÂdent or a huÂman.BuÂbonÂic plague, the most comÂmon form, has a sudÂden onÂset and causes
dizÂziÂness, high feÂver, painÂful swellings and hemmhorÂages. These someÂtimes turn black,
acÂcountÂing for the name Black Death. The most wideÂspread epÂiÂdemÂic is esÂtiÂmatÂed to
have killed three quarÂters of the popÂuÂlaÂtion of EuÂrope and Asia afÂter startÂing in
ConÂstanÂtiÂnoÂple in 1334.AnÂothÂer form of inÂfecÂtion, pneuÂmonÂic plague, is quickÂly
faÂtal and is the onÂly type diÂrectÂly transÂmisÂsiÂble from perÂson to perÂson, by air droplets
reÂleased durÂing coughÂing or sneezÂing.       Plagueâ€™s abilÂiÂty to spread via droplets makes
posÂsiÂble aerosol-based weapÂons caÂpaÂble of causÂing wideÂspread pneuÂmonÂic plague
outÂbreak, acÂcordÂing to PrenÂtice and RaÂhalÂiÂson. ExÂacÂerÂabatÂing the danÂger, they
added, is the bacÂteÂriÂumâ€™s wide disÂtriÂbuÂtion, ease of culÂturÂing, and availaÂbilÂiÂty
of exÂpert adÂvice from formÂer weapÂons sciÂenÂtists.The disÂease still preÂvails in parts of Asia
and spoÂradÂiÂcalÂly ocÂcurs elseÂwhere; an esÂtiÂmatÂed 2,500 cases are reÂported
anÂnuÂalÂly.UnÂtreatÂed buÂbonÂic plague kills 50 to 90 perÂcent of vicÂtims, the
reÂsearchÂers said, though timeÂly diÂagÂnoÂsis and therÂaÂpy cut those perÂcentages to
beÂtween five and 15. AnÂtibiÂotics are efÂfecÂtive, but a Y. pestis strain in MadÂaÂgasÂcar shows
disÂturbÂing signs of havÂing evolved reÂsistÂance to some of these, they added. Some vacÂcines are
in deÂvelÂopÂment, one of which has reached phase II triÂals, the midÂdle stage in the clinÂiÂcal
triÂals proÂcess.Plague conÂtrol efforts inÂvolve monÂiÂtorÂing and reÂducÂing roÂdent
popÂuÂlaÂtions where plague perÂsists, the reÂsearchÂers wrote. But â€œreÂmoval of the fleasâ€™
norÂmal food supÂply by poiÂsonÂing their usuÂal hosts can inÂcrease huÂman conÂtact with
starvÂing fleas,â€• they added. Thus, â€œflea conÂtrol by apÂpliÂcaÂtion of inÂsecÂtiÂcides in



plague outÂbreak arÂeas is alÂso imÂporÂtanÂt.â€•  	
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