
 

Global illnesses focus of academy's Brilliant ! Science festival 

By David Boitano 

September 23, 2014 

For the next five days, researchers at the California 
Academy of Sciences will educate the public about 
the nature of global disease known as pandemics. 

That the Brilliant! Science Festival is being held while 
four nations in Africa are in the grip of the worst 
outbreak of the deadly Ebola virus in years is a matter 
of unfortunate coincidence. The activity had been 
planned for earlier this year but was postponed for 
other programs. 

“None of us anticipated that this would happen in the midst of an Ebola epidemic,” said Shannon 
Bennett, associate curator in the department of microbiology. 

While Ebola will likely come up during conversations between researchers and the public, the event is 
not about that virus and the term festival might give the wrong impression, Bennett said. 

“It’s a science festival and the topic is pandemics,” she said. 

“We are using it as a method to educate people about what infectious disease is all about and not to 
have a festival about a horrible disease.” 

Through lectures, hands-on activities and demonstrations, visitors will learn about how pandemics 
spread, what causes them and techniques used by scientists to unlock the mysteries of the illnesses. 

Much of the discussions will center on zoonotic pathogens, or illnesses that spread from animals to 
humans. 

Bennett is an experienced researcher who studies mostly the dengue and hanta viruses. Her work 
involves trapping thousands of mosquitos for testing and has taken her to Hawaii and Puerto Rico for 
research. 

Pandemics are defined as global disease outbreaks while epidemics are more localized with the number 
of cases conforming to mathematical models defined by the national Centers for Disease Control. 

The most deadly pandemic in history occurred in 1918 when a strain of influenza called the “Spanish 
Flu” killed between 50 and 100 million people; three to five percent of world’s population at the time. 
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The most common pandemic today is the HIV virus, though modern drugs can manage the virus and 
prevent death, Bennett said. 

Pandemics are measured by geographic scope and not their virulence. The so called “Swine Flu” of 2009 
was a new version of the H1N1 virus of 1918, but proved less fatal despite spreading rapidly, she added. 

“It wasn’t a particularly severe disease, but it was highly efficient at transmitting, Bennett said, “it 
reached that global scale very quickly but it wasn’t very virulent.” 

Diseases like Ebola, which can be found in bats, often break out in isolated rural villages and die out 
because they infect a limited number of victims. 

But once the virus reaches urban areas, it can spread through densely populated slums where there is 
frequent contact between human carriers and the rest of the population, Bennett said. 

So far, the disease has killed 2,630 people in the nations of Nigeria, Guinea, Sierra Leone and Liberia. 

To become infected, a victim must have had contact with an Ebola carrier’s bodily fluids and health 
workers must dress in protective clothing. 

Viruses can also find a home in areas that have been changed by human activity or animals that have 
benefit from by contact with humans like crows and house finches. 

An outbreak of Hanta virus a few years ago in Yosemite National Park is a case in point. Hikers staying in 
tent cabins were exposed by mice that thrived in the camp environment, according to Bennett. 

“If you went hiking in Yosemite and put up your tent in a pristine area, you won’t get Hanta virus,” she 
said. 

“People got Hanta virus because they were staying in tent cabins that had modified the local landscape 
to make it ideal for the mouse to breed, “she said. 

The festival’s activities begin Wednesday, Sept. 24 with a talk by science writer Thomas Goetz whose 
book, “Remedy” recounts the history of tuberculosis and the men who worked to cure it. 

The lecture starts at 7 p.m. in the academy’s African Hall. Admission is $12 general and $10 for seniors. 
Members are admitted free but they must obtain a ticket online or over the phone at 1-877-227-1831. 

The weekly NightLife event on Thursday Sept. 25 will feature Bennett and other scientists discussing the 
potential for microbes to cause disease and the tools scientists use to find and track outbreaks. 
Admission is $12 general and $10 for members. The event is from 6-10 p.m. 

On Saturday Sept. 27, a family festival will be held from 10 a.m.-4 p.m. in the piazza. Representatives 
from a host of public health agencies and research institutions will be on hand to describe what they do. 

Bennett will have mosquitoes for children to see and safely move around in water. 



UCSF researcher Charles Chiu, who has studied Ebola, will be at the festival with his team. He will bring 
isolation suits that researchers and medical professionals use to protect themselves from the virus and 
visitors can actually try the equipment on, Bennett said. 

Science will take on a more informal tone on Monday, Sept 29 when Dr. Matt Lewin will be the guest 
speaker at a “Nerd Night” gathering at the New Parkway 474 24th St. in Oakland. Lewin and his team 
made headlines recently by developing a nasal spray to treat snakebites. 

Snakebite ranks as one of the world’s most neglected tropical diseases and snakes kill 25 times more 
humans each year than landmines. 

The event starts at 8 p.m. and doors open at 7 p.m. Admission is $8. 

For more information on all events visit: http://www.calacademy.org/events/lectures/ 
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