
 

Diphtheria is back in Australia, here's
why—and how vaccines can prevent its
spread
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An unvaccinated toddler from the far north coast of New South Wales is
in intensive care after catching respiratory diphtheria (diphtheria of the
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throat). A six-year-old close family contact is also infected.

These are the first cases of respiratory diphtheria in children seen in
Australia since 1992.

What is diphtheria and how is it spread?

Diphtheria is a potentially deadly infection caused by toxins produced by
certain strains of Corynebacterium bacteria.

Respiratory diphtheria causes severe swelling of the throat and neck,
which can block the airway and cause breathing problems.

The bacterial toxin can also damage the heart, kidneys, brain and nerves.
The bacteria can also cause skin sores, which are not as serious as
respiratory diphtheria.

The diphtheria bacteria spread through respiratory droplets, for example,
from coughing or sneezing. They can also spread through touching skin
sores.

How is it prevented?

In Australia, vaccines containing diphtheria toxoid (an inactivated form
of the toxin) are provided free on the National Immunisation Program
(NIP), with three doses initially at two, four and six months of age.

These are six-in-one combination vaccines which also provide protection
against pertussis (whooping cough), tetanus, polio, hepatitis B and 
Haemophilus influenzae type b (Hib) infection, which causes meningitis
(inflammation of the lining of the brain) and septicaemia (blood
poisoning).

2/6

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/diphtheria/
https://www1.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/cda-pubs-cdi-2000-cdi2406-cdi2406f.htm#:~:text=Diphtheria%20in%20Australia%20(1991-1998)&text=Since%20the%20establishment%20of%20the,female%20ratio%201.1%3A1
https://www.cdc.gov/diphtheria/about/symptoms.html
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMicm1701825
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/skin+sores/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/skin+sores/
https://www.health.gov.au/health-topics/immunisation/when-to-get-vaccinated/national-immunisation-program-schedule
https://www.health.gov.au/health-topics/hib-haemophilus-influenzae-type-b


 

Booster doses for diphtheria, tetanus and pertussis are provided under
the National Immunisation Program at 18 months, four years and at
around 12 years of age (through school-based immunisation programs).
It's important to get all these booster doses as immunity tends to decrease
over time.

Adult boosters are also recommended but not funded by the National
Immunisation Program.

How is it treated?

Antibiotics are given to people with diphtheria but may not have much
impact on the disease once established.

Specialised treatment with diphtheria antitoxin (DAT) is often required
to counteract the effects of the toxin. DAT needs to be given early in the
illness (within 48 hours).

However there are global shortages of DAT due to decreased production
over recent decades.

It was once a big killer

Diphtheria was once among the top-ten causes of child death. There
were more than 4,000 deaths from diphtheria in Australia between 1926
and 1935.

Diphtheria cases fell dramatically following the introduction of vaccines
in the 1940s.

Diphtheria is now rare. Prior to the two recent cases in NSW, there had
been no cases of respiratory diphtheria in children in Australia since
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1992. There were 38 cases of skin diphtheria reported between 2011 and
2019, affecting both children and adults. Over the same period, there
were seven cases of respiratory diphtheria, all of which were in adults.
Two unvaccinated adults died from respiratory diphtheria in 2011 and 
2018.

Why are we seeing diphtheria now? What role does
travel play?

Anyone unvaccinated against diphtheria is at risk of disease. Diphtheria
vaccination rates in Australian children have been high at over 90%
since 2000 and are currently around 95%.

People born before 2000 are more likely to be under-vaccinated, as
vaccination rates were lower when they were growing up.

There is also a particular risk from travel to countries where diphtheria
remains more common, including Southeast Asia, Papua New Guinea,
states of the former Soviet Union and eastern European countries.

Diphtheria vaccination prevents disease but doesn't fully prevent people
carrying the bacteria in the back of their throat without symptoms. It is
possible for fully vaccinated people to spread the bacteria to
unvaccinated contacts, including when they return from overseas travel.

Increases in diphtheria are a now a real risk as vaccination rates have 
declined globally.

We are also at increased risk of other diseases, such as measles, now
international travel has restarted. Measles cases have surged globally in
part due to COVID pandemic-related disruption to routine immunisation
programs in many parts of the world. UNICEF and the World Health

4/6

https://www.smh.com.au/national/diphtheria-death-in-brisbane-shocks-ama-20110503-1e64k.html
https://www.sbs.com.au/news/article/qld-diphtheria-patient-dies-in-hospital/f20q9r1jf
https://ncirs.org.au/sites/default/files/2021-11/NCIRS%20Annual%20Immunisation%20Coverage%20report%202020.pdf
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/langlo/article/PIIS2214-109X(21)00512-X/fulltext


 

Organization have warned of a perfect storm of conditions for measles
outbreaks.

A recent measles case in a traveller was the first in Australia since
March 2020.

What can you do?

Ensuring people of all ages are up-to-date with their vaccines is key.

Parents should ensure children get all their routine vaccinations on
time—this will provide strong protection against serious diseases like
diphtheria and measles.

People of all ages should also be up-to-date for vaccines, particularly if
travelling overseas. Beyond childhood, the Australian Immunisation
Handbook recommends a diphtheria vaccine booster dose for:

adults at 50 and 65 years of age
people of any age who are more than ten years since their last
dose and travelling to a country where health services are
difficult to access.
people travelling to high-risk countries if it has been more than
five years since the last dose.

Ensuring support to low- and middle-income countries, particularly those
in our region, to strengthen their immunisation programs, including via
catch-up campaigns for measles and other vaccines, is also key to
protecting us all.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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