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OBJECTIVE

To illustrate how Miami-Dade County Health Department (MDCHD) used ESSENCE to track a seasonal pattern of gastrointestinal syndrome among children aged 0-4 that was mostly associated to rotavirus infection.

BACKGROUND

The Office of Epidemiology, Disease Control and Immunization Services (EDS) at MDCHD has been using ESSENCE since 2005. This paper describes a consistent seasonal pattern of peaking numbers of Emergency Department (ED) patients aged 0-4 with gastrointestinal syndrome detected from 2003 to 2007. This pattern was broken in 2008 after an immunization campaign against rotavirus infection took place.

METHODS

A specialized query with the string ^diarrhea^,^vomit^,^gastroent^ is performed in ESSENCE on a daily basis at the EDS for both, situational awareness and early detection of disease outbreaks. This query is performed countywide and for some of the most important hospitals, including the largest pediatric hospital in Miami-Dade (heretofore termed Hospital A). The query is broken down by age groups (0-4, 5-17, 18-64 and 65+). Temporal associations were explored between the monthly seasonal peaks in the number of ED patients with these symptoms and the monthly incidence of enteric diseases, either of bacterial nature (salmonellosis, shigellosis campylobacteriosis) or parasitic (giardiasis, cryptosporidiosis and cyclosporiasis) as notified in the Merlin database of reportable diseases of the State of Florida. Since rotavirus infection is not a reportable disease in the State of Florida, no comprehensive, countywide data was available. Instead, the number of children aged 0-4 who were diagnosed with rotavirus infection by month during the period 2003-2008 at Hospital A was used for the monthly exploratory analysis with the ESSENCE data. 
RESULTS

A seasonal pattern characterized by peaks in the count of ED patients aged 0-4 with symptoms of diarrhea, vomiting or gastroenteritis was evident in March and April from 2003 to 2007. Other age groups did not show seasonality. These peaks appeared to be unrelated to the incidence of enteric diseases, either of bacterial or parasitic nature. Data of incidence of rotavirus infection in Hospital A from 2003 to 2007 showed a seasonal pattern, with peaks in March-April each year. In 2008, after the introduction of a new vaccine aimed at preventing rotavirus infection among children in Miami-Dade, the number of cases of this disease reported at Hospital A plummeted by 88%, from 91 in March 2007 to 11 in March 2008. The peak in the count of ED patients aged 0-4 with symptoms of diarrhea, vomiting or gastroenteritis flattened out in 2008 (see chart). This new pattern was confirmed in March-April 2009.  

CONCLUSIONS

ESSENCE can be useful, not just for purposes of situational awareness and early detection of disease outbreaks, but also to evaluate public health interventions like immunization against infectious diseases.
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