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How We’re Preparing for Ebola – Just in Case 

 
By Melanie Reynolds 

County Health Officer 

 

I can tell from conversations I’ve heard around town that Ebola is on the minds of many. It’s certainly 

on the minds of those of us who work at the Lewis and Clark City-County Health Department.  

 

Though the chances of seeing Ebola in Helena are very low, one of the primary roles of public health is 

to be prepared to control outbreaks of infectious disease – whether it’s an “everyday” virus like the flu 

or a rare and often fatal virus like Ebola. We plan and train for this routinely. We have pre-established 

protocols that we follow during disease outbreaks.   

 

We’re taking this opportunity to review our protocols to make sure we’re prepared for Ebola. This will 

also enhance our ability to respond to less dramatic diseases. 

 

The health department plays a significant role in protecting our community from infectious diseases. 

This includes: 

 

Education and outreach. We work to educate people about health risks and steps they can take to 

reduce their risks. We also communicate regularly with state health officials and local medical 

providers through something called the Health Alert Network (HAN). We alert medical providers to be 

on the lookout for specific diseases when necessary and provide guidance on how to recognize and 

treat them.   

 

Disease surveillance. Health department staff monitor the community for unusual outbreaks of 

infectious disease. Health-care providers are required by law to report cases of certain diseases to us. If 

Ebola shows up in Helena, we’ll be among the first to know about it. 

 

Disease testing. We work with the Montana Department of Public Health and Human Services and the 

U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to ensure that proper testing is done. If tests confirm 

that we have an Ebola case in the county, we’ll make sure the right people know about it. This includes 

the public, though by law we can’t share information that identifies specific patients. 

 

Contact tracing. If a case of Ebola were to occur in our county, our staff would establish who may 

have had contact with the patient and be at risk of getting the disease. We would contact those 

individuals and monitor them closely for symptoms. 

 

Isolation and quarantine. By law, the county health officer can isolate people who are ill and 

quarantine people who are well but have been exposed to an infectious disease to see if they develop 

symptoms. We’ll ensure that anyone who does develop symptoms gets prompt medical care. Isolation 

 



and quarantine are last-resort tools for stopping the spread of serious disease, and we have written 

protocols for how and when we use them. We must carefully balance the civil rights of sick individuals 

with the need to protect the health of our whole community. 

 

The Ebola epidemic in West Africa is the largest in history. Fortunately, our public health and health-

care systems in the United States are better prepared to respond to Ebola than those in West Africa 

were. And we’ve had the benefit of learning from experiences in West Africa. 

 

No one can promise that there won’t be more cases of Ebola in the United States. But I feel confident 

that we’re better equipped to respond – at the local, state, and federal level – than we were three 

months ago. 

 

What You Can Do 

 

So what can you do to protect yourself against Ebola? The answer may sound trite, but it’s to take the 

same precautions you would take to protect yourself from any infectious disease: 

 

 Wash your hands with soap, before eating, after using the toilet, and before preparing food. 

 Get a flu shot. A healthy body is better prepared to defend itself against disease. 

 If possible, keep your distance from people who are showing symptoms of illness. 

 

If you become sick: 

 Stay home to avoid exposing others. 

 Call your medical provider. 

 If you’ve traveled to a region experiencing Ebola, let your medical provider know.  

 

Just to put things into perspective: as of this writing, one person in the United States has died of Ebola. 

Thousands of people die of flu-related causes each year in this country. It behooves us all to learn and 

use good hygiene practices at all times. 

 

For more information about Ebola, visit the CDC website: www.cdc.gov/vhf/ebola/. 

 

For more information about healthy habits that can help to prevent disease transmission, visit the 

health department’s website: www.lewisandclarkhealth.org   
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