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DRAFT 

 

Emory Healthcare Ebola Preparedness Protocols 
 

SPECIAL COMMUNICABLE DISEASES UNIT (SCDU) BACKGROUND  

The SCDU at EUH (the Unit) is a product of extensive collaboration between EHC, the Emory 

University School of Medicine (EUSOM), and the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC). The CDC recognized the need for such a unit for its staff, guest researchers, visiting scientists 

and contractors who could require urgent, immediate care after response to epidemiological outbreaks 

around the world where such personnel may have been exposed to a serious communicable infectious 

agent (Agents handled at Biosafety Level [BSL] 4, such as variola) or an unknown agent. Such exposure 

and/or infection could require that the individual be isolated in a biocontainment patient care unit to 

prevent secondary transmission to other individuals.  

 

In addition to the needs of the CDC and its personnel, Emory recognizes its own need for such an 

infectious diseases unit. Researchers in the laboratories at Emory University work with a number of 

infectious pathogens, both with in vitro models and in vivo animal models. Emory faculty also performs 

field research involving infectious pathogens in the United States and overseas. Occupational infection 

in such an employee might require the initiation of isolation precautions in a biocontainment patient care 

unit to prevent secondary cases.  

 

The patient care mission of EHC also necessitated the creation of a unit where patients with serious 

communicable diseases could be cared for safely. Emory is the tertiary referral center for much of the 

southeast United States. Its Travel Well Clinic provides medical care for many of the travelers in the 

region, including the employees of many companies based in Atlanta. Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta 

International Airport remains the busiest airport in the world, with many of the passengers who pass 

through the airport having originated their travel at overseas locations where serious communicable 

diseases are endemic. 

  

While the initial planning for the Unit focused on pathogens requiring Biosafety Level 4 containment, 

such as filoviruses, arenaviruses, flaviviruses (tick-borne hemorrhagic fever group), bunyaviridae, 

variola, Nipah and related novel paramyxoviruses, the emergence of severe acute respiratory syndrome 

(SARS), an outbreak of monkeypox in the United States in 2003 and the continuing transmission of 

avian influenza virus in multiple geographic locations added additional impetus to the search for an area 

where patients with highly communicable, serious infectious diseases could receive intensive medical 

care safely. 

 

All of these factors culminated in the development of the SCDU at EUH. This manual is designed to 

introduce the methods used while treating EVD patients at the SCDU at EUH. There are some aspects of 

these standard operating procedures that are more expansive and go beyond what may be required for 

the care of a patient infected with EVD. 

 

Care in the Unit is delivered according to an extensive set of protocols developed through collaboration 
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between personnel at the EUSOM, EHC and the CDC. This manual is organized in sections covering the 

major aspects of the Unit and its operations. There are also appendices in the back with certain general 

documents.  

 

 

Physical Characteristics 

 

The Unit has been designed so that patients with any known infectious disease can be cared for in an 

environment that is safe for health care workers, other patients and the community at large. The Unit 

contains three patient care rooms, each entered only through an anteroom. Air in the three patient rooms 

is under net negative pressure in relation to the surrounding areas, with all airflow going from the 

hallway to the anterooms to the patient rooms. Air in the patient rooms has a laminar air flow across the 

patient bed. All air from patient rooms undergoes high-efficiency particulate air (HEPA) filtration before 

being 100% exhausted to the outside. The outside exhaust is geographically separate from any hospital 

air intake locations, and is high enough to allow for dilutional disbursement. The patients cared for in 

the Unit will span a wide range of clinical illnesses, from asymptomatic to critically ill. Because of this 

potential, the Unit has been designed to deliver a level of care that can equal that of any of the hospital’s 

intensive care units. Each room is also plumbed for dialysis. The Unit has a certified biosafety cabinet 

for specimen processing in a dedicated laboratory and an autoclave for processing of waste generated. 

Patients will preferentially be admitted to the Unit directly from the outside through an external door 

that opens directly into the Unit. When entry through this door is not possible, the patient will be 

admitted through the exterior hospital doors opening onto the back of the hospital.  

 

The staffing for the Unit is provided by physicians who are members of the Infectious Diseases Division 

at the EUSOM, experienced EHC nurses who have received special training in the care of patients with 

serious communicable diseases and laboratory technologists. Specialty care is available through the 

specialty services at EUH. All personnel who directly care for the patient in the Unit receive intensive 

training on management of the patient and all PPE and infection control measures. 

 

As patients may be contagious prior to admission to the Unit, the Grady EMS Biosafety Transport 

Team, which has specially trained personnel and with whom this unit has planned and exercised since 

inception, will transport all patients to the unit. This team is on-call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, and 

is capable of responding to a call for scheduled transportation from anywhere in Georgia. Their 

ambulance has been modified for ease of disinfection following patient transport.   

 

Patients presenting to an EHC ED with symptoms of any serious communicable disease will 

immediately be isolated in a private room within the ED until positive testing can be completed. If the 

patient is positive for a serious communicable disease, the specially trained nurses of this Unit will 

respond to aid in care and transportation of the patient.   

 


