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	FLU SHOT makes economic sense 

This year’s vaccine features three new viral strains 

By SUSAN E. HOFFMAN DESOTO ASSISTANT EDITOR 
ARCADIA — If the $700 billion government bailout gives you pause, then ask yourself: Have you had your flu shot yet? 
   The costs of a flu pandemic could equal the amount needed to bail us out of the current economic crisis. A study funded last year by The Pew Charitable Trusts found a severe pandemic flu outbreak could cause an estimated $683 billion loss, representing a 5.5 percent drop in the Gross Domestic Product. The study said such a disaster could result in the second-worst recession here since World War II. 
   States such as Florida that depend on tourism could be especially hardhit. According to the Trust for America’s Health, Florida’s economy could lose almost $39 billion in a severe flu epidemic. 
   Even in an ordinary year, the flu can cost employers up to $400 for each day of work an employee misses. On average, an employee with the flu is out six days. Costs associated with flu — such as lost productivity and doctor’s visits — run $20 billion and represent more than 100 million lost workdays, according to Flu Busters, an organization that provides flu shots for businesses. 
   The economic losses are dwarfed by the potential human costs. The Center for Disease Control and Prevention reports deaths from flu-related illnesses spiked to almost 65,000 and now average approximately 36,000, up from a yearly death toll of only 16,000 in 1976-1977. That average is more than those who died of the Hong Kong Flu in the U.S. in 1968-1969 (about 34,000). The flu hospitalizes another 210,000 Americans annually, according to Dr. Joseph Bresee of the Centers for Disease Control. 
   The most notable flu pandemic, in 1918, killed more people than did all of World War I; worldwide, two billion people were infected and as many as 40 million died. 
   Yet influenza is now largely preventable, and the cost of prevention is cheap. For about $25 per person, the flu vaccine can offer a great deal of protection against the most common varieties of flu. But not everyone gets one who should. 
   
Why don’t people get the flu shot?    
The most common reason people offer against getting an annual flu shot is worry that it actually will give them the flu. 
   However, Bresee pointed out, “You cannot get the flu from the vaccination.” The shot contains an inactivated “killed” form of the virus. “It contains mainly the proteins from the surface of the vaccine,” Bresee said — not the total “live” virus. While the CDC says you may suffer soreness or redness at the injection site, the shot does not give you the flu. 
   There are several reasons why someone might think the shot gave them the flu:    
• They were exposed to a flu virus before getting the shot.    
• They were exposed to a virus after getting the shot, but before their immune system had time to build up antibodies (which takes about two weeks).    
• They came down with another respiratory illness that has symptoms similar to the flu.    
• They came down with a variety of flu virus not included in that year’s formula. 


   But the shot did not give them the flu. Generally, soreness at the injection site is the only impact. (However, consult a doctor if you are allergic to eggs or were previously diagnosed with Guillain-Barré syndrome.) 
   For those averse to an injection, there is another alternative: FluMist, a nasal vaccine. It is inhaled through the nose and uses a weakened form of live flu viruses. Rarely, said Bresee, it can cause the person to contract the illness but usually at a much milder level, because that form of virus can thrive only in the cooler temperatures of the nose — not the steamy environment of the lungs. 
   In both cases, the vaccine causes your body to begin making antibodies to defend against the influenza vaccine. The antibodies are specific to the strain of virus they attack. If the person picks up the actual virus later, its antibodies are already prepared to mount a defense. Flu vaccines are generally 70 to 90 percent effective in fending off the disease. 
   
How is the flu shot made?    
This year is the first time, said Bresee, the flu vaccine contains three entirely new strains of the virus for North America. Typically, one or two of last year’s viruses will be targeted again. 
   But last year, scientists admit, they blew it: They failed to identify the three most prevalent strains of flu anticipated to be found during the flu season. 
   To be fair, it’s not so easy to do. Because they need to leave ample time to manufacture enough doses for the population (usually about six months), the strains have to be picked in January or February. The World Health Organization uses data from 94 countries to predict which three strains will be most prevalent in the coming season. (This is done in February for the Northern Hemisphere and in September for the Southern.) The CDC is one of the main contributors to this process. 
   In the U.S., the Food and Drug Administration has the final word on which three strains will be used. As soon as they have been identified, manufacturers can begin to produce the vaccine. 
   This year’s vaccination includes three strains called Brisbane 59, Brisbane 10 and Florida 4. One is a new Australian type that surfaced too late last year to be included in the formula and caused much of the 2007-08 flu cases. Last year’s vaccine was estimated to be less than 50-percent effective, lower than the 70-to-90-percent effectiveness usually seen. 
   “Usually one or two of the strains is changed every year,” said Donna Cary, director of public relations at Sanofi Pasteur in Pennsylvania, one of the largest manufacturers of flu vaccine. “This is the first time all three strains are new.” 
   Dr. Larry Pickering with the CDC said the company must estimate the number of doses it will have to produce months in advance. Millions of eggs are needed for the process and orders for those eggs have to be placed six months before production begins. 
   Pickering said from 100,000 to 500,000 doses can be produced in about 10 weeks. Each separate lot of vaccines must be qualitychecked by the FDA. Sanofi Pasteur will ship 1.3 million doses of vaccine for the 2008-09 season. Manufacturers will make up to 146 million doses for the U.S. this year. 
   Cary said while it is wise to get the flu shot as early as possible, even getting it as late as December or January will give you protection as the peak flu season usually starts in February. 
   
Who should get the flu shot?    
Bresee said CDC recommends the flu shot be given to:    
• children age 6 months to 19 years    
• pregnant women    
• people age 50 and older   
• people with certain chronic medical conditions (such as diabetes or heart disease) or compromised immune systems    
• people who live in nursing homes 
• health-care workers    
• members of households exposed to young children or others in high risk groups. 


   In addition to the vaccine, there are other steps people can take to protect themselves, most notably thorough handwashing, said Dianne Shipley, Sarasota County health department educator. Also helpful are avoiding crowds and covering your cough. 
   Penny Kurtz, DeSoto County community health nursing director, added that the virus can be picked up by touching contaminated objects such as grocery carts, doorknobs and cash machines. Shipley advised using a paper towel if you must open a door or turn off a faucet in a public place. 
   Bresee recommends if you do get the flu, to ask your doctor about some of the antiviral drugs such as Tamiflu®, which, if taken early enough, can reduce the symptoms and the duration of your illness. 
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WHERE TO GET A FLU SHOT 


Charlotte County: Charlotte County Health Dept is offering flu & pneumonia shots at all 3 clinic locations: 
   Punta Gorda: 514 East Grace Street — 941-639-1181 
   Port Charlotte: 1994 Kings Highway — 941-613-0950 
   Englewood: 6868 San Casa Drive — 941-474-3240 
   Visit www.charlottechd.com/ locations.html for more information. 
   The cost of a flu shot will be between $25 and $30. Cash and check are accepted. If you have Medicare B, bring a copy of your card with you. 
DeSoto County — Drive-Thru Flu Clinic 9 a.m. to noon Saturday, DeSoto County Health Dept., 34 S. Baldwin Ave., Arcadia.     For more information, visit www.doh.state.fl.us/ chdDesoto/flu.html or call 863-993-4601. 
Sarasota County — Drive-Thru Flu Clinics planned for: 
   8:30-9:30 a.m. today, Englewood Sports Complex, 1300 S. River Road 
   10 a.m. -2 p.m. today, Publix, 55 N. Indiana Ave., Englewood 
   9-11 a.m. Friday, First Baptist Church, 278 S. Mango St., Englewood 
   10 a.m. -2 p.m. Friday, North Port Library, 13800 Tamiami Trail 
   9 a.m.-noon Saturday, St. Nathaniel’s Episcopal Church parking lot, Health In Motion Mobile Medical Unit, 4200 S. Biscayne Drive, North Port 
   9 a.m.-2 p.m. Saturday, Jacaranda Library, 4143 Woodmere Park Blvd., Venice 
   10 a.m.-2 p.m. Saturday, CVS, 14998 S. Tamiami Trail, North Port 
   10 a.m.-2 p.m. Saturday, Winn-Dixie, 4100 S. McCall Road, Englewood 
   For a complete list of walk-in flu shot clinics, visit sarasotahealth.org/spotlight/ flu-shot-clinics.htm or www.sarasotahealth.org, or call the Sarasota Flu Hotline at 941-861-2800. 


