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Objective

To identify and compare trends of assault and abuse activity from 2007-2008 based on chief complaint data from patients visiting the emergency department in Miami-Dade County.   

Background

Since 2005, the Miami-Dade County Health Department (MDCHD) has used the Electronic Surveillance System for the Early Notification of Community-Based Epidemics (ESSENCE) to monitor chief complaints in the 17 largest of the 23 emergency department (ED) hospitals in Miami-Dade County.  These 17 hospitals account for 90% of all ED visits in the county. Although the system has primarily been used to detect disease outbreaks or bioterrorism events, research is being conducted to determine its utility in other fields and public health events. Few studies have utilized this tool for assessing injury and violent crime. Assault is one of the 103 automated ESSENCE sub-syndromes and it includes 24 phrases such as aggravated assault, abuse and rape. 
In 2007, there were 13,915 aggravated assaults and 725 forcible sex offenses in Miami-Dade County reported to the Florida Department of Law Enforcement and 14,321 investigations for child abuse conducted by the Department of Children and Families. This study aims to assess the varying status and socio-demographic disparities for visiting the ED for assault and abuse.   
Methods

Data for the study was extracted from ESSENCE, querying 19 of the 24 terms used in the sub-syndrome assault category, excluding terms for insects and animals (i.e. animal bites).  The time period for the study was January 1, 2007 – December 31, 2008.  Chief complaint sub-syndromes are assigned upon initial complaint reporting and were coded into 5 different headings including: 1) assault, abuse, battery or domestic violence, 2) sexual assault, sexual abuse or rape, 3) fight or altercation, 4) human bite, and 5) stabbing.  Analysis was conducted to assess trends and/or differences in all age groups, gender, complaint category, and race/ethnicity.  
Results
Based on ESSENCE data, 5,183 patients with assault/abuse complaints were seen in ED from January 1, 2007 – December 31, 2008.  This represented less than 1% of the 1,752,403 patients seen at ED during that time period.  Of the 5,183 patients with assault/abuse complaints over the 2 years, the majority was males (57.7%), and the highest assault/abuse activity each year was among persons aged 18-35 years, followed by the 36-64 age group.  In both years, among children aged 5-17, sexual assault was the most common (2007 = 46.4%, 2008 = 45%). A chief complaint of assault, abuse, and battery revealed to be the predominant complaint category in each year, followed by fight/altercation. In 2007 and 2008, assault and abuse activities were highest among Hispanics and non-Hispanic Blacks.   
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Conclusions
Syndromic surveillance data is useful for tracking assault and abuse activity.  From 2007 to 2008, the data indicates increases in assault/abuse activities in all variables (age, gender, race, and chief complaint category).  The higher values in 2008 are most likely due to the increased number of hospitals reporting ED data through ESSENCE (14 hospitals in 2007, 17 hospitals in 2008).  In order for assault and abuse to be better understood and to help target prevention messages, it is important to have comprehensive surveillance data.
