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South Yorkshire Flu Bulletin No 1 28 April 2009

Mexican Flu – Professional Briefing - for circulation to all health workers
What is Mexican Flu?

“Mexican Flu” is a strain of Influenza A H1N1, which appears to have originated in pigs. The virus has spread to humans in Mexico, and parts of the United States, Spain and the UK and human to human transmission appears to be occurring. More cases are likely to be identified in other countries, including the UK, as travellers return home from affected areas.

The symptoms are similar to those of normal seasonal flu, with fever, headache, muscle aches and sore throat, or respiratory symptoms. For most people the illness appears to be mild, but it has been implicated in a number of deaths in Mexico.

Cases have been occurring in Mexico since mid-March, and to date there have been approximately 1600 suspected cases, and 153 deaths, of which 20 have been confirmed as being due to this strain of flu. Cases occurring outside Mexico have been mild, have not generally required hospitalisation, and there have been no deaths.
Travellers returning from Mexico and affected parts of the USA are being asked to be vigilant for signs of flu like illness for seven days following their return, and to stay at home and call their GP or NHS Direct for advice. Travellers planning to visit Mexico or other affected areas should be aware of the situation, and should consult the Foreign & Commonwealth Office website for advice.  Currently they are advising against all but essential travel to Mexico.  
Local Preparations

Local plans for the management of Pandemic Influenza have been in preparation for some time, and are well advanced. The key groups responsible for managing the local response to a pandemic have started to meet, to ensure that hospital and the Health services are in a heightened state of readiness to act, should this current situation  evolve into pandemic spread.

There have been no confirmed cases of Mexican flu in South Yorkshire. However, small numbers of returning travellers have reported flu like symptoms to the Health services, and these patients are being tested, and monitored closely.
The key message for the public is that general infection control practices and good respiratory hand hygiene can help to reduce transmission of all viruses, including the human swine influenza. This includes:

· Covering your nose and mouth when coughing or sneezing, using a tissue when possible.

· Disposing of dirty tissues promptly and carefully.

· Maintaining good basic hygiene, for example washing hands frequently with soap and water to reduce the spread of the virus from your hands to face or to other people.

· Cleaning hard surfaces (e.g. door handles) frequently using a normal cleaning product.

· Making sure your children follow this advice.
Management of returning travellers

A management algorithm for returning travellers and visitors from affected countries is available on the HPA website www.hpa.org.uk . All GP’s, Out of Hours services, Acute Trusts and Accident and Emergency departments have been provided with a copy, but should be reminded that the algorithm is updated as new information becomes available. They should therefore refer to the website version, and not a printed version, which may rapidly be superseded.
Patients who contact their GP giving a history of a febrile respiratory illness in the seven days following their return from an affected area should be told to stay at home. They should be assessed clinically, and if they fit the case definition for a suspected case, nose and throat swabs should be taken, put into viral transport medium and sent to the laboratory, from where they will be transported to the Regional HPA lab for analysis.
Swabbing

Patients who have a febrile respiratory illness AND have returned from an affected area within the last seven days should have a nose and throat swab taken with a VIRAL swab (Green top). A charcoal bacterial swab is NOT suitable for viral testing.
Swabs and/or viral transport medium are available on request from the local laboratory or virology department, and should be collected from the laboratory according to existing arrangements. The swabs should be placed in viral transport medium, and returned to the lab using the Round Robin, or the usual existing arrangements.

Request forms should clearly state “? Mexican flu”, and should carry a Category 3 sticker.
The lab will arrange for the samples to be transported to the HPA lab in Leeds using the prearranged contracted courier service.
Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)
Patients should be assessed and swabbed by staff wearing appropriate Personal Protective Equipment. Current recommendations are that this should include:
· A surgical face mask

· Plastic apron

· Gloves

It is recommended that the patient should wear a facemask during the assessment.
Packs of 50 face masks are being sent to each practice.  It is assumed that practices have their own supplies of gloves and aprons.
Treatment

Patients who are assessed as having likely influenza should be considered for treatment with Oseltamivir or Zanamivir according to routine treatment guidelines.
Small quantities are available in some of the major pharmacies, and may be prescribed as appropriate for early cases. Doctors who are intending to prescribe antivirals for their patients should ensure that the South Yorkshire Health Protection Unit is aware of the case, telephone 0114 242 8850.
Post exposure prophylaxis

The use of Oseltamivir for post exposure prophylaxis should be confined to close or household contacts of confirmed cases of Influenza A, according to national guidance.

Further guidance

Further information of all aspects of Mexican Flu can be found on the HPA website  www.hpa.org.uk
Advice for travellers to affected areas can be found on the Foreign & Commonwealth Office website www.fco.gov.uk 
South Yorkshire Flu Bulletins will be produced on a regular basis as new information becomes available.
If you have specific enquiries try and find the answer using the above websites.  If necessary contact the HPU on 0114 242 8850 or email to syorksHPU@hpa.org.uk.  Alternatively phone the PCT or, in Sheffield, email the special flu helpline at flu.advice@sheffieldpct.nhs.uk .  Phone lines are very busy but we will do our best to answer your query.
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