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A biocontainment unit unveiled earlier this year at The 
Nebraska Medical Center is a “national treasure,” said Julie 
Gerberding, M.D., the director of the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC). 

“Nebraska is leading the way (in bioterrorism 
preparedness) and the biocontainment unit is one stellar 
example of that kind of preparedness,” Dr. Gerberding said. 

The 10-bed unit, set up to handle highly contagious 
and deadly infectious conditions, is the first-of-its-kind in 
the nation. “We do not have any other capacity like this 
in the nation,” Dr. Gerberding said. “Part of the beauty 
of this particular facility is that it would serve not only for 
Nebraska, but for the other states that are engaged in the 
Midwest alliance and who create the agreements.” 

There are only two other biocontainment patient care 
units in the country. The U.S. Army Medical Research 
Institute of Infectious Diseases houses a two-bed special 

biosafety patient care suite at Ft. Detrick, Md., for military 
members and investigators who may be exposed to infectious 
agents, and the CDC has a two-bed unit at Emory University 
Hospital in Atlanta. 

Following her tour of the biocontainment in March, 
Dr. Gerberding praised the leadership of Nebraska, which is 
recognized nationally for its collaboration on bioterrorism 
preparedness issues, calling it a model for the nation. 

Nebraska’s success, she said, has evolved from 
established priorities, “phenomenal” performance and the 
leadership, vision and passion of state leaders to execute the 
job, referring to the “extraordinary leadership” of Richard 
Raymond, M.D., former chief medical officer for Nebraska 
Health and Human Services System (HHSS) and now 
Under Secretary for Food Safety; Nebraska Gov. Dave 
Heineman; Philip Smith, M.D., director of the Nebraska 
Center for Biopreparedness Education and director of the 

Pat Lenaghan, nurse coordinator of the 
Biocontainment Unit, holds an impervious 
gown that the unit’s health care workers 
would wear when treating patients in a 
biomedical emergency. The equipment piece 
to Lenaghan’s left is a Powered Air-Purifying 
Respirator (PARP), which contains an air filter 
and is hooked to a hood that the worker uses.
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Biocontainment Unit; UNMC Chancellor Harold M. 
Maurer, M.D.; and Glenn Fosdick, president and chief 
executive officer of The Nebraska Medical Center. 

“We’re really excited about the unveiling of the new 
biocontainment unit,” Dr. Maurer said. “We’re delighted 
with this new addition to the Medical Center.” 

“When patients are hospitalized with these diseases, 
they’re quite dangerous to care for,” Dr. Smith said. “We now 
have the kind of unit that can provide care that protects the 
staff that take care of them, and that protects other patients 
in the hospital and protects our community.”

HHSS, UNMC and The Nebraska Medical Center 
worked together to develop Nebraska’s unit, which is 
equipped to safely care for people exposed to highly 
contagious and dangerous diseases such as smallpox, anthrax, 
tularemia, SARS (Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome), 
Avian influenza, multidrug-resistant tuberculosis (TB) and 
botulism. 

The funding comes from federal bioterrorism dollars 
allocated to 
Nebraska, 
along with 
contributions 
from The 
Nebraska Medical 
Center and 
UNMC. 

“This unit 
gives testimony 
to what can 
happen through 
collaboration,” 
Fosdick said. “A 
hospital alone 
cannot do what 
we’ve done here. 
A state medical 
school or health 
department alone 
cannot do what 
we have done. 
It takes all of us 
working together 

with our eyes on the future and our focus on preparedness.”
Dr. Gerberding praised the “health protection 

heroes” who volunteered and trained to work in the new 
biocontainment unit, which creates the “safest possible 
environment.”

“Nebraska is better equipped today to respond to 
bioterrorism events than ever before,” Gov. Heineman said. 
“This unit represents a win-win situation. In better preparing 
for homeland defense we are being better prepared for other 
emergencies from tornados to infectious diseases introduced 
naturally or by a terrorist.”

“Since 2002, the four campuses of the University 
of Nebraska have worked together on terrorism research 
through the Center for Biosecurity administered by the 
University of Nebraska Medial Center,” Gov. Heineman 
said. “UNMC has earned praise over and over again for its 
caliber of research. It leads the way in developing technology 
to detect and react to a biological attack. State government’s 
unique collaboration with UNMC and other partners makes 

very, very good sense.” ■

Clockwise from upper left: Before 
leaving the unit, instruments and 
other materials must pass through 
this autoclave, which sterilizes 
the items.  Maintaining ‘negative 
pressure’ in the biocontainment 
unit is essential so that contagious 
organisms do not enter other parts 
of the hospital. Some items are 
disinfected after being placed in a 
bag and being dunked in a tank filled 
with water and a very mild chemical. 
Lenaghan holds a timer that is used 
to verify the amount of time that 
the items are in the solution.




