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Health officials make a push for flu prevention

By Tiffany Lankes
Published: Friday, January 2, 2009 at 1:00 a.m. 

With the peak of the flu season just around the corner, local health officials are making a final push for prevention.

Health departments in Charlotte, Manatee and Sarasota counties still have vaccines available, and officials are advising people to use them.

The shots are available at area health clinics and typically cost between $25 and $30. People can also reduce their risk with basic steps, such as washing their hands and avoiding sick people.

The national Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reports that 39 states have already reported flu cases since the season started in the fall, and that number is expected to rise as the season peaks in the next two months.

Local health officials say this year they are seeing about the same number of cases as in the past, but advise residents to not take any chances.

"We're not seeing anything locally that's alarming at this point," said Dianne Shipley, spokeswoman with the Sarasota County Health Department. "We're just encouraging people to take all of the precautions."

Influenza is a virus that infects the respiratory system. Its symptoms include fever, headache, tiredness, sore throat and muscle aches.

Health departments do not require physicians or patients to report flu cases to them, so it is difficult to get hard numbers of how many people get it.

Health workers get a general sense from schools, physicians and surveys.

The CDC estimates that each year the flu hits between 5 and 20 percent of the U.S. population.

Flu season typically runs from November to March, with the most activity typically taking place in January and February.

"It's not too late to try and prevent it," said Sharleen Traynor with the Charlotte County Health Department.

