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	Update on viral illnesses in schools:
Wellington region
The illnesses reported last week to be circulating in schools in the Wairarapa and Wellington region and beyond have caused high levels of absenteeism among schoolchildren.  

Dr Margot McLean, Medical Officer of Health at Wellington Regional Public Health says that case histories from affected children, and descriptions of the illness patterns from schools suggest that the predominant illness circulating is influenza. There also appears to be gastroenteritis circulating but this is causing less illness. 

A small number of swab results to date (and communication with Auckland where swabs have also been taken) has identified two strains of influenza B - the Hong Kong strain and the Shanghai strain. Shanghai B is in the influenza vaccination this year, however Hong Kong B is not. Adults are more likely to have pre-existing immunity to the Hong Kong strain as it has circulated widely in New Zealand in the past (before 1987) as well as in 2003. 

The number of children away in some of the worst affected schools last week is now declining, however other schools are now seeing increased levels of illness. The key measures to limit the spread of influenza or other highly infectious viruses in schools are:

1. Wash and dry your hands well – after going to the toilet, and before eating and preparing food. Schools should ensure that good handwashing and drying facilities are available.

2.   Cover your cough or sneeze – with a tissue, not your hands, and dispose of the tissue in the bin

3.   Keep children away from school if they are unwell with flu like symptoms or   gastroenteritis.

Parents should consult their doctor if they are concerned about a sick child. If possible please ring the medical centre before going in, so that they can take steps to minimise the spread to others.
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