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What is Smallpox? 

Smallpox is a highly contagious 

infection caused by the variola  

virus.  Naturally occurring small-

pox has been eradicated from the 

globe; the last naturally occurring 

case of the disease was reported 

in Somalia in 1977.  In May 

1980, the World Health  

Assembly announced the world 

was free of naturally occurring 

smallpox and recommended that 

all countries cease vaccination.  

Routine vaccination against small-

pox ceased in the United States in 

1972, and vaccination immunity 

acquired before that time has un-

doubtedly waned, as the vaccine 

does not provide lifelong immunity. 
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Emergency Preparedness 

We believe that all-hazards planning is your 
best defense to any emergency.  Take these 
steps to keep you and your family well pre-
pared: 

• Develop an emergency plan. 

• Store one gallon of water per person 

per day. 

• Store a three day supply of non-

perishable food for each person and 
pet. 

• Store a three day supply of  

medications for each family member. 

• Assemble a first aid kit. 

• Keep extra clothing and hard-soled 

shoes in an easily accessible location. 

• Assemble various emergency supplies 

such as:  portable  radio, flashlight, bat-
teries, whistle, gloves.  



fever, vomiting, headache and backache).   

Approximately 2 to 4 days after onset of illness, 

a rash appears—first in the mouth and throat, 

face and forearms, and then spreads to the trunk 

and legs.  The rash progresses to fluid filled and 

eventually pus-filled, crusty lesions, which form 

scabs in 1 to 2 weeks.  The smallpox lesions are 

most dense on the face and extremities and all 

develop at the same pace and, on any part of the 

body, appear identical. 

 

Patients with smallpox are infectious at the onset 

of the rash and remain infectious until all the 

scabs have separated (i.e., 3 to 4 weeks after  

onset of the rash).  In unvaccinated persons, the 

disease is fatal in approximately 30% of the cases. 

Smallpox is spread person-to-person, primarily 

by face-to-face contact with an infectious 

person. The virus is present in the mouths, 

noses, throats and skin lesions of infected 

persons.  The smallpox virus is spread through 

the air when an infected person coughs, sings 

or talks or spreads by direct contact with 

infected lesions, contaminated clothing or bed 

linen. 

 

All persons suspected of having smallpox or 

having been diagnosed with the illness should 

be placed in strict isolation.  In addition,  

contacts of infectious cases should be  

quarantined for 16-17 days following an  

exposure.  All material used in patient care or 

in contact with smallpox patients should be 

autoclaved, boiled or burned. 

How is Smallpox Spread? 

What are the Symptoms of 
Smallpox? 

The incubation period of smallpox is around 7 

to 17 days; the average being 12 days.  Initial 

symptoms of the disease resemble other acute 

viral illnesses, such as the flu (malaise, high  

What is the Treatment for 
Smallpox? 

There is no specific antibiotic therapy for smallpox.  

Supportive care is the mainstay of smallpox therapy  

Can I Get a Vaccination Against 
Smallpox? 

A team of Public Health and hospital personnel have 

been vaccinated against smallpox in order to begin 

an investigation or treat suspected cases and to 

institute a large vaccination program should one be 

needed.  At this time there is no threat of smallpox 

disease, therefore, it is not recommended that the 

general public be vaccinated. 

Additional Information 

You may obtain additional information from the 

Centers for Disease Control (CDC) at the  

following website: 

www.bt.cdc.gov/agent/smallpox 

or, information is available on the bioterrorism  

hotline at (360) 616-5882. 
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How is Smallpox Diagnosed? 

Smallpox is usually diagnosed on clinical  

presentation; however, the virus can be grown in 

culture for confirmation. 

and antibiotics are used for treating secondary 

bacterial infections.  Administration of vaccinia 

(smallpox) vaccine within the first days after initial 

exposure to smallpox virus can reduce symptoms 

or prevent smallpox disease. 


