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Occasionally,onaSaturdaymorning,IbuyanEnglishnewspaperinMallorcajusttorecreatememoriesoflazySaturdayswhenthepaperwasdelivereddailybyourpaper:boybackinEngland.ThistimeIwantedtoseehowmuchcoveragewasgiventoswinefluwhichhaddominatedthemediaforthepastfewweeksbuttherewasnotamentionofitintheTimesonthesecondSaturdayinMay!Themediacircushadmovedontootherissuesforthetimebeing.Interestingtoreflectonhowmuchthinkingwedoforourselvesandhowmuchisinfluencedbyinputfromtheworldaroundus.Swineflucaughtworldwideattentionbeforeitbecameclearthattheactualillnesswasmild.MaybethemortalityratesinMexicogaveanover:pessimisticviewofwhatwasinstorefortherestoftheworldbuttherisksassociatedwithworldwideinfectionbyaminorillnessarehugegiventhatvulnerablegroupssuccumbtoflu.Certainlythereweresomeverydrasticmeasurestakeninsomecountriessuchasthedestructionofentirepigpopulations.TherewererumoursofrestrictionsonairtravelandmyeasyJetflightfromEnglandincludedannouncementsonminimisingrisksfromcoughsandsneezes.MyformergeneralpracticeinNEEnglandwasdominatedlastmonthbyplanningmeetingsandstrategiestocopewithhugenumbersofillpatientsbeingcaredforbyashrinkingpracticeteamweakenedbythesameillness.Itnowlooksasthoughwehaveawelcomerespitebutthisscarehasfocussedthinkingonprecautionsandcontrolmeasures.Fortunatelythescarehasbeeninsummerwhenthevirussurvivalislessenedbutspreadtothesouthernhemisphereremainsapossibilityandposesanadditionalthreatontopof"normal"seasonalfluwhichnormallystartsinthesouthernwinteratthistimeofyear.Theseasonalvirusmutatesregularlyand,asaresultofclimaticfactors,freshmutationsspreadtothenorthfromOctoberonwardsafterthesouthernhemisphere'swinter.Itismanyyearssincewehadafull:blownpandemicbutthismaybeinpartduetoaggressiveimmunisationprogrammesagainsttheseasonalfluvirus.Thevaccineisdevelopedeachyeartotargetthenewfluvirusmutationsandoffersgoodprotectionagainstaconditionwhichisfarmoreseriousthanthecommoncoldwithwhichitisoftenconfusedinthepublicmind.Theelderlyandchildrenandthosesufferingfromchronicdiseases,suchasheartdisease,chestconditions,diabetes,kidneyconditions,areparticularlyatriskofseriouscomplicationsandwouldnormallybeabletotakeuptheirfluvaccineduringthelastmonthsoftheyear.ThesituationnowismuchmorecomplicatedwiththearrivalofanothervirusandtheproblemfornationalGovernmentsandvaccinemanufacturersittodecideonpoliciesforvaccineproductionagainstswinefluvirusparticularlyifitreturnsinthewinterandhasmutatedintoamorevirulentform.AlanJohnson,theUKHealthSecretary,hassaidthatthevirusisnowcontainedinBritainbutheexpectsmoreinfectionslaterintheyear.Hesaidthatevidencefromallpreviouspandemicsshowsthattherearetwophases.Thefirstwaveisoftenverymildbutisfollowedbyamuchmoreseriouswaveintheautumnandwinter.Manycountrieshavestockpilesofantiviralmedicationwhichshortensthedurationoftheillnessandreducestheseveritybutaccesstothesemedicationsisquitetightlycontrolledanditisnotclearhowtheprivatesectorwillfareshouldtheneedarise.Similarlytheadviceonfluvaccineforthisautumnisnolongerstraightforward.ItisclearthattheabsenceofmediainteresthasnotlessenedplanningbyGovernmentstobebestpreparedfortheanticipatedpandemicbutitisnoteasy.Perhapsitwillbearelativelynon:event:let'shopesobutperhapsitcouldbeagoodtimetobeonalongseavoyage!DrKenPrudhoe,MCAApprovedDoctor,canbecontactedatClubdeMarMedicalCentre,PalmadeMallorca.Tel:(+34)639949125.


