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What is Bioterrorism?

A bioterrorism attack is the deliberate release of viruses, bacteria, or other germs (agents) used to cause illness or death in people, 
animals, or plants. These agents are typically found in nature, but it is possible that they could be changed to increase their ability to 
cause disease, make them resistant to current medicines, or to increase their ability to be spread into the environment. Biological 
agents can be spread through the air, through water, or in food. Terrorists may use biological agents because they can be extremely 
difficult to detect and do not cause illness for several hours to several days. Some bioterrorism agents, like the smallpox virus, can be 
spread from person to person and some, like anthrax, can not. For information on which bioterrorism agents can be spread from person 
to person, please see the alphabetical list of bioterrorism agents (/agent/agentlist.asp) .

Bioterrorism Agent Categories

Bioterrorism agents can be separated into three categories, depending on how easily they can be spread and the severity of illness or 
death they cause. Category A agents are considered the highest risk and Category C agents are those that are considered emerging 
threats for disease.

Category A

These high-priority agents include organisms or toxins that pose the highest risk to the public and national security because:

They can be easily spread or transmitted from person to person•
They result in high death rates and have the potential for major public health impact•
They might cause public panic and social disruption•
They require special action for public health preparedness.•

Category B

These agents are the second highest priority because:

They are moderately easy to spread•
They result in moderate illness rates and low death rates•
They require specific enhancements of CDC's laboratory capacity and enhanced disease monitoring.•

Category C

These third highest priority agents include emerging pathogens that could be engineered for mass spread in the future because:

They are easily available•
They are easily produced and spread•
They have potential for high morbidity and mortality rates and major health impact.•

Bioterrorism Agents by Name

You can look for the bioterrorism agent by name on the A-Z List of Bioterrorism Agents/Diseases (/agent/agentlist.asp) .
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What You Can Do to Prepare for Bioterrorism

The CDC and the American Red Cross have teamed up to answer questions and provide advice on steps you can take to prepare 
yourself and your loved ones in the event of a bioterrorist attack. For preparedness information and guidelines, please see Emergency 
Preparedness and You (http://emergency.cdc.gov/preparedness/) .

The Department of Homeland Security has established a website to provide information to the public about emergencies and 
emergency preparedness. For information on what to do in the event of a bioterrorist attack, please see Ready.gov 
(http://www.ready.gov/) .

More Resources

Department of Homeland Security – National Response Plan 
(http://www.dhs.gov/dhspublic/interapp/editorial/editorial_0566.xml)  
 

•

American Red Cross – Terrorism Preparedness (http://www.redcross.org/services/disaster/0,1082,0_589_,00.html)  
 

•

The American Medical Association – Bioterrorism: Frequently Asked Questions (http://www.ama-
assn.org/ama/pub/category/6667.html)  
 

•

The Food and Drug Administration – Drug Preparedness and Response to Bioterrorism 
(http://www.fda.gov/cder/drugprepare/) (information on antibiotics and dosage) 
 

•

Environmental Protection Agency – Water Security (http://cfpub.epa.gov/safewater/watersecurity/)  
 

•

National Library of Medicine/National Institutes of Health Medline Plus – Biodefense and Bioterrorism 
(http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/biodefenseandbioterrorism.html) 

•

Page last updated February 12, 2007•
Content source: CDC Emergency Risk Communication Branch (ERCB), Division of Emergency Operations (DEO), 
Office of Public Health Preparedness and Response (OPHPR) (http://www.cdc.gov/phpr/) 

•

Content source: CDC Emergency Risk Communication Branch (ERCB), Division of Emergency Operations (DEO), National Center 
for Emerging and Zoonotic Infectious Diseases (NCEZID) (http://www.cdc.gov/ncezid/) 
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