
 

As swine flu intensifies, US rolls out first
vaccine doses

October 4 2009, by Jean-Louis Santini

US health authorities are hoping to contain what they say is an
intensifying swine flu pandemic with a massive A(H1N1) vaccination
campaign that begins this Tuesday.

"We expect Friday in our weekly update of FluView that we will be
reporting substantial flu illness in most of the country, significant flu
activity in virtually all states," said Anne Schuchat, director of the Center
for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases at the Centers for Disease
Control (CDC).

"Most states do have quite a lot of disease right now, and that is unusual
for this time of the year," she said at a press conference on Friday
evening.

Schuchat also shared her concern over the serious risks facing pregnant
women infected with the virus, whose risk of dying from the A(H1N1)
strain is effectively six times than for the general population.

Between April and August, 100 pregnant women in the United States
who contracted the virus were admitted to intensive care, and 28 died,
Schuchat said.

According to the most recent figures released by the CDC, 10,082
people have been hospitalized with swine flu in the United States so far,
with 936 deaths from the virus, including 36 children.
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An analysis of post-mortem samples from 77 people who died from the
virus showed that most had contracted a secondary infection; a third had
pneumonia, for which there is no vaccine.

Schuchat reiterated the importance of vaccination for pregnant women
and other groups considered particularly vulnerable to the virus,
including children, young adults up to 24 years old, and those suffering
from certain other chronic medical problems.

US health authorities on Friday announced plans for a massive
vaccination campaign intended to protect millions of Americans, with
the first distribution of 600,000 vaccine doses set for Tuesday, two
weeks ahead of schedule.

The United States expects to quickly dispense some six or seven million
doses and hopes to administer 250 million doses by the end of the year.

Clinical trials carried out on five different vaccines showed that a single
dose of 15 micrograms is sufficient to cause an efficient immune
response.

"We are transitioning from the planning phase to the implementation
phase," Schuchat said. "This is really just the beginning."

Health professionals have welcomed the sooner-than-expected debut of
the vaccine, hoping that the immunization will be able to protect millions
of people at risk because of cardiac disease, obesity or asthma.

The first vaccine doses are being made available in the form of nasal
sprays that take effect in about eight days.

But despite the early arrival of the vaccine, some 15 US states, including
some of the most populated such as California, could run out of hospital
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beds if just 35 percent of the population becomes infected with the
virus, according to a CDC information model.

The figure was calculated based on the 1968 flu pandemic, which was
considered fairly mild, and is based on the assumption that the infection
period would last eight weeks.

A recent report by the White House's Council of Advisors on Science
and Technology, which modeled the outcomes of an infection rate of 30
percent, found up to 1.8 million Americans could require hospitalization
and some 30,000 could die.

That figure would be lower than the average of 36,000 Americans who
die annually from seasonal flu, which usually begins around October.

(c) 2009 AFP
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