About swine flu

What is swine flu / influenza A (H1N1)?

Swine flu is an infectious disease of pigs caused by flu viruses that occur naturally in pigs. Swine flu viruses do not usually infect humans (although sometimes this does occur – usually in people who have had close contact with pigs), but occasionally they mutate in a way that allows them to infect other animals, and sometimes people.

What is new about this type of flu?

The virus currently causing concern is a new strain (version) of influenza A of a type known as H1N1 – a type which regularly causes normal seasonal flu in people. There is concern that this strain could potentially cause pandemic flu.

What is pandemic flu?

Pandemic flu is flu that spreads rapidly causing widespread epidemics around the world. If the flu becomes pandemic, potentially everyone is at risk of catching it because few people, if any at all, will have immunity (resistance) to it.

In contrast to the ‘ordinary’ or ‘seasonal’ flu outbreaks which we see every winter in the UK, flu pandemics occur infrequently – usually every few decades. There were three in the last century.

What are the symptoms?

The symptoms of swine flu are broadly the same as those of ordinary flu, but may be more severe and cause more serious complications.

The typical symptoms are: 

· sudden fever

· sudden cough

Other symptoms may include: 

· headache

· tiredness

· chills

· aching muscles

· limb or joint pain

· diarrhoea or stomach upset

· sore throat

· runny nose

· sneezing

· loss of appetite

 

If you have any of these symptoms but a flu pandemic has not been announced, you could have seasonal flu.

How is swine flu spread?

Can people become infected by eating pork?

No. The new strain of swine flu, though it originated in pigs, is now a human virus that transmits between people. There are no reports of it infecting animals and advice from food safety organisations is clear that there is no risk from eating pork.

How can people become infected with the new strain of swine flu?

It is likely that the mode of transmission of swine flu is the same as that for seasonal flu. Flu viruses enter the body to cause infection via the mouth, nose or eyes. They can potentially transmit between people in three main ways:

· In “aerosols” – these are very fine particles sneezed out by an infected person that are small enough to stay in the air long enough to be breathed in by another person.

· In larger droplets that are coughed or sneezed out, falling directly onto another person’s face or into the air they are breathing.

· By indirect contact via hands and surfaces. Virus particles deposited from sneezes, hands or items touched by an infected person can be picked up on the hands of another person, and infect them when they put their hands to their face etc. Virus particles can survive on surfaces for relatively long periods of time. Flu viruses have been found to survive for over 24 hours on hard surfaces.

It is thought that seasonal flu is transmitted by all three pathways, but there is considerable disagreement as to the relative importance of each pathway for flu transmission in general. The picture for the new swine flu virus is currently also unclear. Recommendations from international health authorities such as the World Health Organization and the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control on measures to reduce the spread of influenza, are based on the supposition that influenza mainly spreads from person to person by large droplets from an infected person coughing and sneezing, and by contact transmission.

Simple hygiene steps can therefore help reduce transmission of flu from one person to another.

