Flu Q&A 

· Is the swine flu pandemic back? 

Swine flu or the H1N1 virus, which sparked a pandemic last year, never really went away. Influenza is a largely seasonal phenomenon, with peaks every winter and very low background levels at other times. Flu pandemics are the exception, and as last year showed, they can begin in any season.

The swine flu pandemic is over. The term "pandemic" is used to describe a world wide spread of a new disease.  Flu pandemics occur when a new strain of the virus emerges with different characteristics to normal flu. For example, seasonal flu usually occurs in the winter months, but in 2009 swine flu was seen throughout the summer.  The World Health Organization (WHO) declared the pandemic over in August 2010, when it could be seen that the virus was beginning to behave like seasonal flu.

· Is it serious?

For most, influenza causes an unpleasant but self-limiting illness which lasts several days. If you got a mild dose of flu last year then you may wonder what all the fuss is about. But for a small minority flu can be serious, even fatal.
· What are the symptoms?

Symptoms of seasonal flu include sudden onset of fever, cough as well as sore throat, aching muscles and joints. The best advice for treating flu in healthy people in the population is to rest, drink plenty of fluids and take pain relievers such as paracetamol.

· Who is at risk?

Anyone can get flu, at any age, but for winter 2010/11 the following groups are especially at risk of complications:

· People of any age with chronic heart, lung, metabolic disorders (including severe asthma and diabetes), kidney problems or a lowered immune system due to treatment or disease. 

· Pregnant women. 

· Everyone aged 65 years and over. 

· Those in long stay residential care accommodation where influenza, once introduced, may spread rapidly. 

· What should I do if think that I have flu?

Although unpleasant, flu is a self-limiting illness and if you have flu it is best to stay at home until well, however, if individuals in at risk groups develop symptoms consistent with flu or if anyone whose symptoms persist or become more severe then we advise they seek medical advice.

In young children under five and particularly infants under one, it is very difficult to distinguish influenza and its complications from other respiratory viral infections and other treatable diseases. Infants should always be reviewed by a health care professional (usually a GP).
If you are suffering from flu you can get advice from NHS Direct on 0845 4647 or www.nhs.uk or visit your GP. For further information on flu go to: http://www.hpa.org.uk/Topics/InfectiousDiseases/InfectionsAZ/SeasonalInfluenza/
· Are people dying because of swine flu?

Sadly seasonal flu kills around 2,000 people in the UK every year and this year swine flu is the most common seasonal flu virus and one of three types currently circulating. 

· What should people do to protect themselves?

It is worth stressing that flu is a vaccine-preventable illness. The HPA has urged people in at-risk groups to get immunised. The seasonal flu vaccine is always trivalent - so it protects against the three most likely circulating strains of flu. This year the vaccine contains antigens against the influenza type A strains H1N1 and H3N2 and against flu B. 

Maintaining good cough and hand hygiene, such as covering your nose and mouth with a tissue when you cough and sneeze, disposing of the tissue as soon as possible and cleaning your hands as soon you can are important actions that can help prevent the spread of germs and reduce the risk of transmission.

BASIC HYGIENE ADVICE

· Cover your nose and mouth when coughing or sneezing, using a tissue when possible 

· Dispose of dirty tissues promptly and carefully 

· Maintain good basic hygiene, for example washing hands frequently with soap and water 

· Clean hard surfaces (e.g. door handles, computer keyboards and mouse devices, telephones and remote controls) frequently using a normal cleaning product

· Who should get a flu jab?

The Seasonal flu vaccine (which includes protection against H1N1) is recommended for those aged 65 with chronic heart, lung, metabolic disorders (including severe asthma and diabetes), kidney problems or a lowered immune system due to treatment or disease
Vaccination is also recommended for pregnant women and those living in long-stay residential care homes or other long stay care facilities where rapid spread is likely to follow introduction of infection and cause high morbidity and mortality (this does not include prisons, young offenders' institutions, or university halls of residence). 

Vaccination is also recommended for carers defined as those who are in receipt of a carers allowance, or those who are the main carer for an elderly or disabled person whose welfare may be at risk if the carer falls ill. This should be given on an individual basis at the GPs discretion in the context of other clinical risk groups in their practice. In addition, it is recommended that immunisation be offered to all health care workers involved in the delivery of care and/or support to patients. 

Vaccination of frontline Health and Social Care workers is a key infection control measure, both to protect staff and to reduce the risk of transmitting the virus to vulnerable patients.

NHS Choices has a full list of those eligible for a free flu jab.

