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Despite anthrax
fears, South
Asian journalists
have a job to do

A CORRESPONDENT

in New York

South Asian journalists working
for mainstream media organiza-
tions in New York are trying to
temper their response to the
anthrax scare.

Employees at large media cor-
porations, like ABC and CBS
News, have tested positive for the
bacteria after contaminated let-
ters were sent to their offices.

Government offices are also
being swept tor the bacteria, after
it was found there as well. and a
number of emplovees tested pos
itive.

Public panic has resulted in
droves of people demanding
Cipro, a pill used to treat the
infection.

Being possible targets for
another mail virus, it is an unusu-
al position for reporters, who are
used to getting the story and not
being the story themselves.

For some, the anxiety over the

bacteria is interrupting their jobs.

"My friend is completely para-
noid about the whole situation,” a
journalist at The Wall Street
Journal explained. "Everyday,
she comes in, telling people that
she has anthrax. [ ask her why she
thinks that way, and she tells me
that she has a cough, and a
headache.

"I said she might just very well
have the 'flu, since it is 'flu sea-
son. Still she won't listen, and
now other people are getting
freaked out about it too."

A producer with ABC News said
he was still "in shock” after the
baby of an ABC employee con-
tracted the bacteria.

"I never thought the media
would.be targeted by these crimi-
nals,” he said. "Anthrax attacks
had only been talked about in sci-
ence fiction movies... now [ am
worried."

Indira Somani, a producer with
CNBC, explained some of the
measures her company was tak-
ing.

"Security has been increased,
since September 11," she said.
“Now with this anthrax scare, all
employees must wear their ID at
all times. Our CEO is actively
involved in making sure everyone
is safe. All the mail in our boxes
has been removed, and security is
sifting through it."

"Mitra Kalita, a reporter tor
Newsday, explained that some
journalists might feel more vul-
nerable because they have been
faced with the tragedy of the
attacks every day.

"It's been such an emotional

month for reporters as it is," she
said. "Politicians told everyone to

get back to their normal lives, but
for us, our normal lives have been
dealing with sadness and destruc-
tion for the past five weeks.

"You ask yourself, could it get
any worse? And then something
like this happens,” she said.

Dr Dyan Malik, a cardiologist
and associate professor at New
York Medical College, said the
worse thing people could do right
now is "stockpile Cipro."

"This threat is entirely psycho-
logical,” he said. "Many people
are calling me, because they think
they have the bacteria. And emer-
gency rooms are full with people
demanding medicine, and asking
to be tested.

"This is a fatal disease, but it is
not contagious,” Dr Malik said.
"In fact, 11,000 people die of 'flu
every year in- the US. Whereas
anthrax hasn't been seen in this
country for 25 years."

Dr Malik felt the bacteria was
man-made.

"Definitely, there has been an
engineering of the bacteria, to
increase its potency,” he said.

"This bacteria does not naturally
occur in an office. It has to be
developed in a laboratory, and
delivered.”

Dr Satu Somani concurred with
Dr Malik.

"Biological weapons are a poor
man's atom bomb," said Dr
Somani, who testified before
Congress on the Gulf War
Syndrome. "There is a total
unpredictability about biological
weapons.”

Dr Somani, professor of phar-
macology and toxicology at the
School of Médicine, Southern
[linois University, said in order

to create a potent strain of
anthrax, a facility would definite-
ly be required for its develop-
ment. Details, such as the precise
size of spore needed to quickly

infect someone, are things
achieved only through delicate
processing.

“Indeed, these bacteriae are so
dangerous, that you need special
facilities to handle them, or run
the risk of killing yourself.”

Dr Somani figured that anthrax
is being used in attacks because it
is a "sturdy" bacteria. "It can
remain dormant for 40 years.”

Still, he felt that the danger
attached to the bacteria was more
psychological than physical.

"Even if you are exposed to the
bacteria, there are a number of
factors that determine its effect
on you, such as the amount vou

inhaled. Also, if it is detected.
there still is time to treat it.”

The ABC News producer quoted
earlier said despite being shaken
by the attacks, he was going to
concentrate on the job he had to
do, and not take any medication.

"Some individuals are trving to
disrupt my life, by forcing me,
scaring me into taking a drug that
[ otherwise wouldn't use,” he
said. "We have to show that they
won't make us do anything out of
tear."

Kalita said her busy schedule
prevents her from being spooked
by an anthrax attack.

"It is unnerving, but what keeps
us from panicking is that we're
working every day, and we just
don't have the time to stop and
think about it," she said.

"I haven't thought about getting
an inoculation,” she said. "But
maybe I should.”



