
 

Low herd immunity might cause severe flu
winter
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The flu season is upon us.

Influenza usually kills approximately 1000 people every year in Norway.
This is more than the number of people who have died from COVID-19
in the country as of 10 September 2021. Globally, the World Health
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Organization (WHO) estimates that the flu kills 290,000 to 650,000
people per year.

Last year, almost no one in Norway became infected with the flu, a trend
that was reflected in many countries across the globe. The main reasons
were all the coronavirus measures , and that people were good at washing
their hands and being careful. But this year society might have to pay the
price.

Several experts believe that we will probably see a sharp increase in 
influenza and other viral infections this winter.

Svein Arne Nordbø is one of these experts. He is an associate professor
at NTNU's Department of Clinical and Molecular Medicine and chief
physician at the Department of Medical Microbiology, St. Olav's
Hospital.

Why might this flu season be worse?

Nordbø believes all indications are that we can expect a major outbreak
of influenza in the coming winter season.

"Last season, we actually didn't detect a single case of influenza in the
Department of Medical Microbiology at St. Olavs Hospital in
Trondheim. We've never experienced that before. This is probably
mostly due to the strict infection control measures in place for the
coronavirus pandemic," he says.

However, this means that herd immunity in the population has fallen and
that we are more susceptible to becoming infected with the flu in the
coming months, especially if infection control measures are reduced to a
minimum.
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In part, herd immunity decreases because:

Several cohorts with young children have been exposed to less
infection than previously, meaning they will be more prone to
infection.
It has been longer since the rest of us have been exposed to more
infection, and thus we have lost the immunity we had.
Viruses have had a longer time to mutate in parts of the world
where the flu has still been prevalent.

What other viruses are more infectious than what
we're used to?

In the autumn, we always see a flare-up of the common cold
(rhinovirus), especially at the start of the school year. This has also been
the case this fall.

"We're also starting to see cases of RS virus (RSV) that can cause serious
respiratory infections in young children. These infections primarily
occur in winter, but this year the season seems to be starting much
earlier," says Nordbø.

Denmark has already had a major RS virus epidemic when they lifted
coronavirus-related measures. Since Norway had very few cases of RSV
last winter, the conditions lend themselves to a major outbreak in the
country as well.

What might the consequences be?

"We can expect more hospital admissions if we have a larger outbreak of
influenza and RSV. We have to intensify testing for these viruses as well
as the coronavirus, which is unlikely to release its grip right away,"
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Nordbø says.

In the worst case scenario, the oldest segment of the population could
experience more deaths from the flu.

What can we do to limit infection?

The influenza B virus and RS virus are contagious in the same way as the
coronavirus. The same infection control measures can also reduce the
spread of these viruses.

"Unlike the Chinese, we don't have a tradition of wearing face masks
during the flu season, but the experiences from the coronavirus
pandemic could change this," says Nordbø.

Alcohol as a hand cleanser works well on respiratory viruses like
influenza, coronavirus and RSV. This is because they are enveloped
viruses that have a lipid membrane on the outside that has to be intact
for the virus to be able to bind to human cells.

"On the other hand, alcohol and other cleansers have little or no effect
on more robust viruses that don't have a lipid membrane, such as
adenovirus and enterovirus," Nordbø said.

Nordbø points out that we also can't continue with the strict restrictions
for a long time.

"Effective and frequent hand washing is still very important. Getting a
flu shot this autumn is more important than ever."

How we lose herd immunity
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The antibody level of the influenza virus drops over time, and
protection becomes weaker as new variants occur (less cross-
reactivity between antibodies).
New generations who have not been exposed to this virus will of
course be more prone to getting sick, even if they are exposed to
many types of virus in childhood, sometimes without getting
sick.
Many variants of influenza A and B exist, and usually several
types circulate at the same time, although a virus variant that the
population has the fewest antibodies against usually dominates.
Influenza A viruses have the potential for larger mutations
through human viruses mixing and exchanging genomic regions
with viruses from other animals (especially birds and pigs), and
can give rise to new pandemics (such as swine flu).
Viruses usually originate in Asia (especially in China).
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