Unknown Viruses
Dr. Robert Gallo, Director, Institute of Human Virology at the University of Maryland School of Medicine and Co-Founder and Director, Global Virus Network

No one understands the difficulty in diagnosing specific virus infections more than Dr. Robert Gallo, Director of the Institute of Human Virology at the University of Maryland and Chair of the Global Virus (GVN) Scientific Leadership Board.  In September 2012, Dr. Gallo suffered from encephalitis, probably acquired from the mosquitos buzzing in the Shenandoah forest which he had visited with his son.  Given reports in the area, it seemed likely he contracted West Nile Virus for which there is no vaccine or drug therapy.
Dr. Gallo developed all of the classic West Nile symptoms- chills, fever, loss of appetite, nausea, drowsiness, aches and pains, and tremendous fatigue.  As the symptoms persisted, he had himself tested for the infection.  A fellow doctor, Niel Constantine, from the Institute of Human Virology, drew his blood and tested for IgG and IgM antibodies as well as for West Nile Virus RNA.
The tests did not prove conclusive, and Dr. Gallo was diagnosed with an “unknown virus.”  Such a diagnosis draws more questions than answers. Unfortunately, Dr. Gallo is not alone in such a diagnosis.  According to the National Institute of Allergies and Infectious Diseases Director, Dr. Anthony Fauci, the number one offender of encephalitis cases in our region are caused by “unknown viruses.”
While viruses are one of the most common forms of life on Earth, the medical and scientific communities have knowledge of just a small fraction of them. Only about 3,000 viruses have been identified, including 192 known to cause human disease.  How many of the remaining 3,000, and the others yet to be identified, threaten our health?   
In the summer of 2012, a then unknown virus killed a Saudi Arabian man and left others in serious condition, sending scientists scrambling.  This mystery virus was ultimately found to be a coronavirus (the same kind of virus as SARS).   As of March 26, 2012 according to the World Health Organization, the virus had killed 11 of the 17 people infected so far, including a man in Britain who fell ill after traveling to Saudi Arabia and Pakistan.  When the virus struck last summer, fear spread around the world, particularly to those affected by the 2003 SARS outbreak. There were countless questions to be answered.  How transmissible was the virus from human to human.  If infected, what were the likely outcomes - a short illness?  Death?   Thanks to quick work on the part of the scientific and public health communities, including GVN colleagues, this outbreak was quickly managed.   
In his testimony March 12, 2013 on the Worldwide Threat Assessment to the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, James R. Clapper, the Director of National Intelligence, stated that:

No one can predict which pathogen will be the next to spread to humans, or when or where such a development will occur, but humans will continue to be vulnerable to pandemics, most of which will probably originate in animals.  An easily transmissible, novel respiratory pathogen that kills or incapacitates more than one percent of its victims is among the most disruptive events possible. Such an outbreak would result in a global pandemic that causes suffering and death in every corner of the world, probably in fewer than six months.
While Clapper’s warning may sound dramatic, his assessment is most definitely based on sound analysis.    
Outbreaks can quickly become global pandemics, demonstrating that health issues connect people across borders and across socio-economic divisions, creating threats for all.  
Similarly, just as the health experiences of people around the world are interconnected  across social and physical boundaries , so too are the experiences of patients, caregivers, scientists and others affected by viral infections.  

The Global Virus Network understands this reality acutely, and through its partnerships of scientists and doctors around the world, it is doing its part to work within the interconnected health community.  Supporting GVN means supporting a group of dedicated and interconnected viral specialists who work to create innovative solutions for our complex and ever-changing world. Through their work, some “unknown viruses” will have names.
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