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1) Introduction

Firstly within this report influenza, the common symptoms and an overview of the individuals that are at risk of flu will be explored. Secondly, the types of flu vaccines that are available today and statistics from Public Health Wales that show how the influenza season was in Wales from 2013 to 2019/2020 will be compared. Lastly, we will examine the numbers surrounding flu deaths in Wales in 2019/20, how COVID-19 effects the flu vaccine, the flu vaccine promotion and the continuous areas for research and development of the flu vaccine.

2)  Influenza and the common symptoms

Health Service Executive (2019) state that influenza (the flu) is a mild to severe respiratory virus and it usually manifests quite suddenly in a human body. The flu is spread by droplets exerted when the infected individuals cough or sneeze and a person contracts the flu by either the droplets landing on them or by touching surfaces or an object that the virus has landed on and consequently allowing the virus to enter the body through airways. Flu is different to a common cold as it is very unpredictable and sometimes can even result in death. The common symptoms of flu include headaches, fatigue, vomiting, diarrhoea, sore throat, cough, fever and muscle or body aches. Individuals who catch the virus are most contagious in the first three to four days after the illness begins and in the first two days the common symptoms will develop quickly however, it can be treated successfully at home. On days three to five the symptoms will be at the peak and days five to eight individuals should start to feel much better however general tiredness and fatigue may on occasion last anywhere from two to three weeks after contraction of the flu.

3) Individuals at risk of flu

British Heart Foundation (2022) explain that individuals that have a long term health condition are more at risk of contracting a serious flu infection and it is the same group of individuals who are also at a high risk of becoming very ill if they catch COVID-19. Other individuals who are at high risk of flu complications include pregnant women, individuals aged over 50, individuals who live in a care home or individuals who already have a health condition. The following group of people are also advised to get the flu vaccine to protect themselves, these include carers, individuals who work in social care, children in school years up to year eleven and children aged two and three. The Kings Fund (2022) describe long term health conditions or chronic diseases as conditions that there is currently no cure for or are managed with drugs and other treatments, for example diabetes, hypertension, arthritis or chronic pulmonary disease.

4) The influenza vaccine

All medicines and vaccinations have side effects and NHS Direct Wales (2022) describe the flu vaccination side effects as mild, common and a expected reaction. The most common side effects are a sore arm, muscle aches and a mild fever and a rare side effect can include an allergic reaction (anaphylaxis). National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE, 2022) explain that there are three types of influenza vaccine currently available which include an egg-grown quadrivalent (inactivated), a cell-grown quadrivalent (inactivated) or the recombinant quadrivalent which are suitable for different individuals and allergies.

5) Individuals that received the influenza vaccine in 2019/2020 in Wales

Public Health Wales (2020) explain that throughout 2019 and 2020 there was a shorter duration of flu activity compared to any of the six previous flu seasons in Wales. There was a total of twenty six outbreaks and hospital settings have proven to be where cases are more apparent, this is due to hospitals testing patients on admission for influenza to prevent the spread of the virus in the hospital. However there was an uptake of influenza immunisation in Health Boards and NHS staff from 56.0% to 58.9%. There was also an uptake of immunisations for pregnant women, individuals aged 65 and over and individuals younger than 65 which makes this season the highest ever uptake in these groups. An estimated 876,062 individuals had been vaccinated compared to 868,688 in the previous season, which is 28% of the population in Wales and this influenza season vaccinated more individuals in at-risk groups then ever before. Public Health Wales do not provide information regarding how many deaths occurred in this season.
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6) Influenza deaths in Wales in 2019/2020

Office for National Statistics (2021) highlight the mortality statistics table from 2013 to 2020 in Wales. The year 2019 has the second highest death statistic in Wales and 2020 shows a significantly lower statistic which could be due to the COVID-19 virus arriving in early 2020 and the uptake of members of the public having the influenza vaccine in this season.


	Table showing mortality statistics for J09-J11 influenza, 2013 to 2020
	
	
	
	
	

	Date
	Total mortality
	England
	Wales
	England and Wales
	Resident outside England and Wales

	2013
	161
	146
	13
	159
	2

	2014
	118
	112
	6
	118
	0

	2015
	284
	260
	22
	282
	2

	2016
	430
	406
	21
	427
	3

	2017
	458
	430
	28
	458
	0

	2018
	1,598
	1,523
	73
	1,596
	2

	2019
	1,223
	1,160
	53
	1,213
	10

	2020
	511
	483
	27
	510
	1



7) COVID-19 affecting the influenza vaccine

It is important to receive the influenza vaccine alongside the COVID-19 vaccination especially due to the last few years of isolation as some members of the public will have a lower level of immunity against influenza due to the lack of social interaction. The COVID-19 vaccination and influenza vaccination are given separately and the best time to have the influenza vaccine is in the autumn prior to the beginning of the circulation of the flu. NHS Devon Clinical Commissioning Group (2022) explain that there was a recent survey completed in late 2021 by the UK Government seeking views from 3,000 participants which found that nearly one third (32%) were unaware that flu and COVID-19 can circulate at the same time, over a quarter (26%) did not know that flu can be fatal and over half (55%) underestimated the number of people who die from flu in an average year (approximately 11,000). The research showed some misunderstanding of flu in particular, with around one in 10 (9%) saying they thought the COVID-19 vaccination would protect them against flu. More than one in 10 (13%) also believed with the statement that flu is “a disease of the past”, with a further one in 5 (20%) who did not know or were unsure that flu is spread by coughs, sneezes and has the ability to live on hands and surfaces which is similar to COVID-19. In the last flu season (2020-2021) the admission rates due to flu across the UK in both primary and secondary care remained below baseline intensity levels for the whole duration and were much lower than admission rates seen in previous seasons. Public Health England (2021) state that the data reported from the influenza surveillance systems must be interpreted with caution, as the increases seen in some indicators may not accurately reflect influenza activity but rather COVID-19 activity. The influenza data should take into account the impact of public health messaging, social and physical distancing measures, lockdown, lack of international travel and the public wearing face masks.

8) Flu vaccine promotion

It is clearly evident that the flu vaccine promotion is a lot stronger today (2022) compared to 2019/2020 due to a lot more material being available from the UK Government. Government UK (2022) state that the Secretary of State for Health and Social Care in relation to Great Britain and the Minister of Health in Northern Ireland held a public consultation on a review of the temporary provisions in the Human Medicines regulations 2012 to support influenza and coronavirus vaccination campaigns. The consultation sought views on proposals to extend or make permanent a range of provisions that have supported the COVID-19 and influenza vaccination campaigns. These proposals include increasing the vaccinator workforce in the NHS, enabling vaccine final preparation and labelling, allowing vaccines to be moved between premises and allowing pharmacies who are running vaccination services to do so from premises other then their registered premises. World Health Organisation (WHO, 2022) launched the Flu Awareness Campaign in 2013 and the campaign aims at increasing uptake of seasonal influenza vaccination in risk groups which include older individuals, pregnant women, young children and individuals with underlying health conditions. In 2019, WHO and Europe advertised the flu campaign with three videos compared to 2022, WHO has developed campaign materials for use during the flu awareness campaign and the messages are tailored to the different audiences via posters, fact sheets, adverts and other channels in local languages.

9) Research and development for the yearly flu vaccine

Centers For Disease Control and Prevention (2022) explain that there are currently 144 national influenza centers in over 114 countries that conduct year round surveillance for flu viruses as part of the WHO Global Influenza Surveillance and Response System. It involves receiving and testing thousands of flu samples from patients and there are five centers that specialise in seasonal flu. The five centers are located in Georgia, London, Melbourne, Tokyo and Beijing. The influenza vaccines are created based on four main components which include identifying viruses that are making people sick, the extent to which the viruses are spreading, how well the previous seasons vaccines protected individuals and the ability of vaccine viruses to provide cross-protection against a range of related flu viruses. The flu vaccines are designed to protect against four main groups of flu and of these groups, research indicates that type A and type B viruses are most likely to spread and cause illness among the public during the upcoming flu season. Twice a year WHO organises a consultation with the directs of the five WHO centers and they review the results from the surveillance, laboratory and clinical studies. The WHO composition committee present global flu data and recommend specific vaccine viruses for trivalent and quadrivalent flu vaccines. Each country makes its own decision as to which viruses should be inflicted in flu vaccines licenses in the country.

10) Conclusion

Although it was shorter in duration when compared to the 2018/19 influenza seasons, the 2019 and 2020 season still presented a substantial burden to the population of Wales and additional pressures to health care services in Wales. The continuation of rapid flu testing for those attending hospital highlights the burden of influenza for hospital attendances, with more than 900 confirmed cases in Emergency Departments. During the peak week for confirmed cases in emergency departments, more than half of those tested were positive for influenza. More patients than ever at risk or in eligible groups were vaccinated against influenza, although due to the expanding nature of the eligible groups, this was not reflected in increaser percentage uptake. An estimated 876,062 individuals where vaccinated compared to 868,688 in the previous season, which is 28% of the population in Wales and this influenza season vaccinated more individuals in at-risk groups then ever before. Since the 2019/20 flu season and the arrival of COVID-19, the UK Government appear to be more prepared and have advertised more flu material and recommendations compared to previous seasons. The National Influenza Immunisation Programme is in place and is expected to see higher results this year of the vaccination being given due to individuals that were at high risk with COVID-19 are also at a higher risk of contracting influenza and the Government are strongly recommending these high risk individual receive the flu vaccination. The statistics from the NHS Devon Clinical Commissioning Group are surprising and it is shocking that the public are under the impression that the COVID-19 jabs and boosters will also protect them from flu. They also believe that the flu is a ‘disease of the past’ and are unaware of how the flu is spread and contracted. The statistic proves that the UK Government need more material than ever before regarding influenza especially since the COVID-19 pandemic.
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