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Ebola Exposes Global Cold Chain Weakness 

    By Dan Herczak 

he World Health Organization (WHO) has recently announced that it’s unlikely they 
have sufficient evidence to learn anything from the recent Ebola outbreak vaccination 
trials. The organization argued that the disease was killed too quickly to gather the 
data necessary to make pertinent conclusions. While this may seem like the mark of a 

robust medical effort, there are other issues at play which have exposed deeper problems with 
the global healthcare system.  

It has taken weeks or months 
for relevant biologic samples 
to find themselves in the right 
hands to be studied. Samples 
culled from the outbreak 
epicenters must be shipped to 
the U.S., China, and other 
nations with the facilities 
required to study the disease, 
whereas experts argue that not 
only should it happen much 
faster, but vaccine efficacy 
needs to be proved in the field. 

WHO was criticized in the 
media for being overwhelmed 
by the epidemic. In reality, the 
organization did not have the 
funding, training, and staff to 
adequately deal with the 
emergency. In response, the 
United Nations organization 
is setting aside $100 million as a contingency fund to deal with future epidemics of all forms.  

While a giant leap forward, the contingency plan exposes the fact that the global precedent for 
dealing with outbreaks has been to cobble together joint efforts that are often composed of 
overworked volunteers, who don’t have the tools necessary to stem the disease until after lives 
have already been lost.  

The issue is exacerbated by the fact these diseases tend to start in poor countries without 
sufficient funding for brick-and-mortar clinics to treat outbreak patients, resulting in the 
establishment of temporary labs. Much of the resources used to fight Ebola have had to rely on 
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the cold chain, considering vaccine trials take place across the world – from China to the U.S. – 
and must be delivered to infected villages in remote areas. At first glance this appears to indicate 
a flexible biologic path able to deal with unforeseen outbreaks.  

Once again, things are not as they seem. This reroute of resources into fighting the disease has 
led to the weakening or outright collapse of the healthcare systems of many of the affected 
nations, resulting in around 250,000 children missing basic vaccinations in three of the affected 
countries last year alone. The cold chain as it stands is not strong enough to supplement the 
healthcare needs of a particular set of patients without also endangering the lives of others in 
underdeveloped or emerging nations.  

In the U.S., where Ebola cases failed to reach double digits, 
hospitals lacked not only the means, but also the support 
structures to acquire the equipment needed to deal with 
cases, with experts having to pay out of pocket for medical 
resources at one Dallas hospital.  

Many medical professionals deem these procedures 
unacceptable. Therefore, experts such as Tom Ferguson, 
Senior Director, Hazardous Materials, Council On Safe 
Transportation of Hazardous Articles (COSTHA), have 
worked since to improve packaging guidelines and other 
procedures. 

Tom will speak to this effect at the BioLogistics Summit, in 
his session - CASE STUDY: Lessons Learned from Ebola 
Cases in the United States; The Influence of the Deadly 
Disease on Packaging and Guidelines for Hazardous 
Category B Shipments, where he will also cover DOT’s 
response to Ebola and the pushback behind the disease.  

The medical field learned many lessons from the Ebola outbreak about its unpreparedness as a 
global community. While it’s unrealistic to expect doctors and scientists to be at the ready to pull 
the treatment trigger or for developing nations to possess the facilities necessary for rapid-
response vaccine trials, the recent outbreak is yet another case for the importance of the global 
cold chain. It’s also another reminder there’s a ways to go in strengthening the chain. 
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Download the brochure to find out more about the event and explore speaker sessions further.  

Biologics experts, pharmaceutical shipping professionals, and key industry 
legislators will attend the 3rd Biologistics Summit, July 13-15 at the 
Kabuki Hotel in San Francisco, and discuss issues like these. Will you be 
there to network with them? 

Join Us! 
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