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World health emergency, 
but it's little threat in NY 
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An international public health emer
gency was declared Monday by the 
World Health Organization in response 
to the "explosive spread" of the Zika vi
rus. 

While the Zika virus has rapidly 
spread through parts of South and Cen
tral America, there is little chance the 
virus will be a threat to New Yorkers, 
said Ithaca College professor David 
Gondek, who is a microbiologist and 
immunologist, with a background in in-· 
fectious diseases. 

People in 23 countries have become 
infected with the mosquito-borne vi
rus, which has generally mild symp
toms, but is suspected to cause a severe 
birth defect, microcephaly, in infants. 
WHO estimates there could be up to 4 
million cases of Zika in the Americas in 
the next year, the Associated Press re
ported. 

WHO director Margaret Chan de
clared Monday that "the recent cluster 
of microcephaly and other neurologi
cal abnormalities reported in Latin 
America following a similar cluster in 
French Polynesia in 2014 constitutes a 
public health emergency of interna-
. onal concern." 

While some Americans have con
tracted Zika by visiting infected coun
tries Americans largely do not have to 
wor~y about the virus spreading so rap-
idly here, Gondek sai~. . . 

The first human Z1ka mfection was 
around 1952, and for many years it wa.s 
a sporadic disease found around Afri
ca Gondek said. In 2007, it spread to the 
P~cific Islands and in 2015 it hit South 
America Gondek said, where it has 
"explod~d" in the past year. The virus 
has also spread north to Central Amer
ica and Puerto Rico. 

The virus is spread by two types of 
Aedes mosquitoes. In the U.S., Aedes 
aegypti are common throughout s?uth
eastern states, and Aedes albopictus 
spread as far as Canada on the East 
Coast. 

"Should it get to the U.S., there is po
tential that it could bloom and spread. 
Right now, being in the mid~le of win
ter we have absolutely nothmg to wor
ry 'about. There are no mosquitoes," 
Gondek said. 

If the virus does get to the southern 
U.S. Gondek said it is still unlikely to 
spr~ad as fast because of t~ings like air 
conditioning, screens and msect repel
lent. Gondek said other diseases, also 
spread by mosquito, have not become 

• much of a problem in the U.S. 
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David Gondek, assistant professor of 
biology at Ithaca College . 
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"For example, Dengue 
[fever] and Chikungunya, 
these are spread by the 
exact same mosquitoes, 
they've been around for 
decades, they still haven't 
really gotten into the U.S. 
for those reasons. So it 
will probably take Zika 
the same amount of 
time," Gondek said. 

State health officials 
said Monday that despite 
the mosquito that carries 
Zika not being found in 
New York, officials will 
still test related mosqui-

toes in New York City, 
Long Island and the lower 
Hudson Valley in the 
spring, the Associated 
Press reported. There are 
nine confirmed cases of 
Zika in New York, accord
ing to the health depart
ment. 

The virus is carried in 
the blood and spreads 
from mosquito to human 
to mosquito, Gondek said, 
not human to human un
less a person comes into 
contact with bodily flu
ids. The virus also goes 
mother to child, and many 
are linking the virus to 
microcephaly, a condition 
when a baby's head is 
smaller than average. 

"One of the big things 

that we need to disasso
ciate here is causation 
and correlation. A lot of 
people are reporting that 
this virus causes micro
cephaly, that's not actual
ly true," Gondek said. 
"There is currently a vi
ral outbreak and there is 
currently a significant in
crease in microcephaly 
that's being reported. The 
reason there is a signifi
cant increase in micro
cephaly is because people 
are now aware of it and 
they're casting a wide 
net, and they're looking 
for more and more 
cases." 

Right now, there is no 
data that says the Zika vi
rus causes microcephaly, 

Gondek said. "We will 
probably, eventually get 
the data that says this 
causes that, but at this 
point, that's just correla
tion and causation." 

There is currently no 
treatment for Zika. For 
most, the disease causes 
mild, flu-like symptoms 
including fever, rash, 
joint pain and conjuncti
vitis or red eyes. The in
fection stays in the blood 
for five to seven days. De
veloping a vaccine will 
likely take years, Gondek 
said. 

Follow Kelsey O'Con-
nor on Twitter 
@ijkoconnor. 

• 


