Ricin scare in US Senate
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	Members of the US Capitol Police HAZMAT hazardous material Team. 
Picture: AFP 


US authorities closed three Senate office buildings today after toxic ricin powder was found in what one congressional leader called a terrorist attack. 

The powder was found in the mailroom of the the head of the Republican majority in the Senate, Bill Frist. 

A series of tests confirmed it was ricin, said Terry Gainer, the police chief for the district which takes in the US Congress buildings. 

Sixteen people who were near the room went through decontamination procedures but none were believed to be harmed by the powder, officials said. There is no known antidote to ricin poison, which normally kills within 72 hours. 

Also today, it emerged that a ricin-laced letter addressed to the White House was intercepted three months ago. 

"In November, a letter addressed to the White House containing a fine, powdery substance was intercepted at an off-site mail handling facility," a law enforcement source said on condition of anonymity. 

"The substance tested positive for ricin. However it was also determined that there was no public health risk because of the low potency and the granular form of the substance." [image: image3.png]



US Secret Service spokesman Tom Mazur declined to comment on details of the White House letter, saying it was "part of an ongoing investigation". 

Since a wave of letters containing anthrax was sent to government offices and media in late 2001, all mail addressed to the White House has been taken to a military centre near Washington to be checked before delivery. 

Ricin is not contagious but is relatively easy to make and can be spread as a powder, mist or dissolved in water. 

"Somebody, in all likelihood, manufactured this with an intent to harm, and this is a criminal investigation," Frist told the Senate. 

Tom Daschle, the Democratic leader in the Senate, said: "I believe that it is an act of terrorism. The question is, who is responsible? How widespread is this act? And to what extent will be the repercussions, the implications of another act such as this?" 

But he vowed "terrorist acts, criminal acts of this kind will not stop the work of the Senate". 

Congress was the target of anthrax mail attacks in 2001. 

Letters laced with the deadly bacteria were sent to the offices of Daschle and fellow Democratic Senator Patrick Leahy shortly after the September 11 attacks on New York and Washington. 

Other letters containing anthrax were received by US news organisations, and anthrax was also detected at a Washington post office. 

Five of the 22 people who became ill with anthrax died. No arrests have ever been made. 

The main Senate building remained today but the ricin sparked a renewed bio-terrorism alert in the US capital. 

The office where the ricin was found remained sealed off today and nothing has been removed, Gainer said, adding the building could remain closed for up to a week. 

President George W Bush was briefed about the find and White House spokesman Scott McClellan said the Department of Homeland Security, the health department, the government Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, the FBI and the White House were involved in the investigation with police. 

Frist, who is also a heart and lung transplant surgeon, reassured the public that there were no casualties. 

"Nobody's been hurt and everybody is fine. There have been no injuries whatsoever," he said. 

Anyone affected would have developed breathing problems or other symptoms within four to eight hours and Frist said he was confident no one was affected. 

Ricin is a toxin which occurs naturally in castor beans and is 6,000 times more powerful than cyanide. Experts say a speck no bigger than a grain of salt is enough to kill an adult. Symptoms include chest pain, nausea, fever, muscle aches and organ failure. 

US police said it was not clear where the ricin had come from, although it was found in the Dirksen Senate office building, where mail is handled. 

There were several ricin scares in Europe last year. 

Five Algerian men were charged in Britain with conspiring to develop or produce a chemical weapon, following a ricin find in a London apartment in January last year. 

