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Introduction
Infectious diseases are illnesses caused by microorganisms that can be passed on from person to person. Also known as communicable diseases they are caused by pathogens which invade the body and multiply to damage the cells. A particular public health issue that affects a vast majority of the population in Wales is the flu. Although considered as a benign and uncomplicated upper respiratory tract (URT) illness by some, it is known to be a major public health issue due to its associated hospitalisations and a significant mortality rate.
Influenza (Flu)
Influenza, also known as the flu, is a type of communicable disease. This is a contagious respiratory illness which is caused by the influenza viruses and commonly presents symptoms such as fever, body aches, weakness, sore throat and headache. The flu can be transmitted between individuals either by direct or indirect methods. Direct transmission can occur by contact with infectious agents through various ways such as touching, kissing and sexual intercourse. Other methods include the direct projection of droplets from an infected individual onto someone else via sneezing, coughing, talking, etc. Though this is limited to a distance of one meter or less. Indirect methods however involve the transportation of the infectious agent via inanimate objects such as air, water or food. Also known as vehicle borne transmission.
An individual infected with the influenza virus is most contagious in the first 3-4 days after contraction, though this can vary depending upon the individual. Although the flu commonly causes a mild to severe condition, it can at times lead to death which is why it should not be undermined. Anyone can get infected by the flu, but it is usually those who are at a high risk of developing serious flu-related complications that need to be most cautious. These vulnerable individuals may include those who are 65 years and above, suffering from chronic conditions such as asthma, diabetes, etc, pregnant women and children under the age of 5 years.
According to the Public Health Wales CDSC Surveillance Report the most recent GP consultation rate for influenza or influenza-like illnesses in Wales was 3 per 100,000 of the population. Though this increased compared to the previous week (2.5 per 100,000) it still remains below the threshold for seasonal influenza activity which is said to be 11 per 100,000 of the population. Although influenza activity may seem stable from these statistics it is important to note that not all individuals consult with their GPs for flu-related symptoms and self-treat at home. Caution should also be made when comparing these statistics with previous years due to the changes brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic. It is possible the increased use of masks or face shields in public and the promotion of regular hand washing has taken a turn on influenza statistics in Wales for the better. However, this can also be deemed as a disadvantage since now a larger proportion of the population may be less naturally immune to the flu as compared to previous years.


Prevention Methods
Additionally, behaviour changes have been promoted to avoid the onset of communicable diseases like the flu, such as washing of the hands with soap regularly and covering the mouth when sneezing or coughing, especially when present in public spaces. Though one other preventative method that has been put into place is the flu vaccination which is offered every year by the NHS to protect those at serious risk. Individuals considered vulnerable are offered the vaccine for free and not only include those with certain health conditions but people who are responsible for their care such as, frontline health or social care workers. Although receiving the vaccination cannot guarantee immunity, according to the NHS it offers the best protection against flu and may lead to milder or shorter-lasting symptoms compared to an individual who did not get the vaccination. However, like most treatments and preventative methods the flu vaccine can present side effects including a raised temperature, muscle aches and pains and soreness at the site of injection. Although these are dependent upon the individual.
With the NHS in Wales planning to begin their largest winter vaccinations programme, Public Health Wales have urged all eligible individuals to get their flu and COVID-19 booster vaccines in order to reduce the possible serious consequences of contracting both the diseases as well as simultaneously. As the vaccinations have shown to greatly reduce the severity of symptoms, also the risk of spreading the virus to other peoples. Further plans have been introduced in Wales which involve the continuation of encouraging people to regularly wash their hands, wear face coverings in indoor public spaces and avoid social gatherings with too many people. However, there have been no further substantial changes in the rules laid out in Wales.
Conclusion
In conclusion infleunza or the flu is a major public health issue in Wales which may be undermined. However, with the risks of serious complications and the increasingly dangerous COVID-19 pandemic at hand it has become greatly necessary to establish strategies that will reduce these risks of contracting the flu. Additionally, the promotion of behavioural changes such as the maintenance of good hygiene should be continued aiming to further reduce the risks of passing the virus onto others. With a challenging winter coming ahead it is important individuals take every opportunity they can to prevent the spread of influenza and build immunity against the virus by taking the vaccine. Acting on the precautions advised individuals can greatly reduce the serious complications of flu and thus limit the intensity of the public health issue in Wales.
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