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Flu for Thought

Last week, the World Health Organization (WHO) announced that we officially have a flu pandemic- level 6!   This is official recognition of what we already knew: people in countries around the world are spreading influenza to one another.  If you want the details of the WHO pandemic alert scale, they are available here: http://www.who.int/csr/disease/avian_influenza/phase/en/index.html.  But enough about you-know-WHO; let’s talk about me.  I am just over a bout of this flu.  Seriously!


Roughly two weeks ago, two of my daughters developed, in rapid succession, what appeared to be a cold- coughing and sneezing in particular.  Neither had any fever of note, both had very minor aches and pains.  One missed a day of school, one missed none.  My wife developed, and quickly recovered from, similar, but even milder symptoms.


Then my 10-year-old son developed a more impressive version of similar symptoms, and went on to spike a fever over 102°.  That suggested the possibility of flu, which was not at all obvious up to this point.  So my wife took Gabriel to the pediatrician, where culture revealed influenza A.  The strain of influenza A that is currently in circulation is the swine flu strain.


As for me, I developed symptoms a few days after my son, although not as bad.  I never had an obvious fever, although the body aches were pretty significant, along with cough, headache and so on.  The condition ran its course in less than a week, and I am recently back to baseline.


I tell you this to provide a more intimate feel for “WHO pandemic level 6.”  The WHO system is about the spread of an outbreak, not its severity.  Although only one person in my home was cultured for flu, I believe five of us had it.  As influenza goes, it was very mild- mostly impressive for being unimpressive.  I am hoping that provides some reassurance.


The other thing that should be reassuring is how many people are getting this flu without ever knowing it.  If my son had not developed a fever, we never would have had cause to learn that in retrospect my wife and two daughters also, almost certainly, had the flu.  This suggests that there are many more cases of this bug around than the official tally suggests.  

This, in turn, means that the deaths from swine flu, while tragic, occur in a vanishingly tiny proportion of all cases.  Even the official tally suggests that the death rate is one tenth of one percent.  Since innumerable mild cases of the flu- such as those that rolled through the Katz house- are going undetected, the actual threat is almost surely much smaller than that.  

 
Now that I’ve comforted the afflicted, let me afflict the comforted: we still have cause to respect this flu.  As you may have heard, prior flu pandemics- most notoriously that of 1918- occurred in waves, with a mild version followed by a far more serious one.  That history does not provide a crystal ball, but it certainly serves up a precautionary tale and a warning against complacency.

What to do?  First and foremost, get your flu shot for the upcoming season.  Novartis has just announced that they have already produced a prototype H1N1 flu vaccine (http://www.novartis.com/newsroom/swine-flu/), using novel methods, weeks ahead of schedule.  If there is a second wave to this pandemic, we will certainly have a vaccine between now and then.
That won’t help if we don’t use it.  Over recent years, we have seen an array of anxieties and conspiracy theories cling to the once-revered practice of immunization like lint.  While it is certainly true that any vaccine has the potential to do some harm, I will state my position quite bluntly: immunization is, in general, among the safest and most impactful of modern medical advances.  

We owe great improvements in the public health, up to and including the eradication of small pox, to immunization.  Fretting about the potential harms of vaccines is the luxury of a society no longer obligated to endure the dread diseases such vaccines prevent- from smallpox to measles to polio.  Perhaps the threat of a more serious pandemic flu is the reality check we need to put aside misdirected anxieties, and roll up our sleeves!  


Along with vaccination, now would be a good time to get your health in order.  This flu seems to be worse among those with chronic diseases, obesity, and a heightened immune response.  While you may not have complete control over all risk factors, there is a lot you can do.  


If you smoke, stop; you now have another good reason.  If you don’t eat fruits and vegetables, start.  If you are not physically active, get moving.  If you don’t sleep the recommended amount, try.  If you don’t eat fish or flaxseeds, consider doing so as a source of omega-3 fats in your diet, or consider a supplement.  All of these practices can contribute to your general health, and that of your immune system- and thus help you better withstand the flu if a meaner version comes your way.

One last thing.  What’s most eating me about the flu is that we accept as inevitable a yearly outbreak, and an occasional pandemic.  The root cause of this –explored in the Pulitzer-prize winning book ‘Guns, Germs, and Steel’ by Jared Diamond (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guns,_Germs,_and_Steel) – actually resides in animal husbandry practices.  Swine flu results from populations of people in proximity to populations of pigs, providing an opportunity for human and porcine flu strains to mingle.  Ditto for avian flu.  If we ate a more plant-based diet, and raised and ate fewer feed animals, there would be less opportunity for the inter-species viral fraternizing that underlies the threat of pandemic flu.

So in this, as in so many matters, root causes of what’s eating us are very much tangled up with what we’re eating.  That insight may not offer the immediate benefits of vaccination, but there is, surely, some food for thought in it.
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