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Be wise, immunise

With winter approaching interest and attention will once again be drawn to the issue of influenza vaccination – this year maybe even more so with all the publicity about bird ‘flu.

There are also broader issues to consider in relation to vaccines, generally, and in particular vaccines to prevent the common illnesses of childhood.  Now, up-to-date information is available by way of the fact card titled “Childhood Immunisation” recently revised.

The full childhood immunisation schedule is set out clearly on the card which is available from pharmacies around Australia providing the Pharmaceutical Society’s Self Care health information.  It details the most appropriate age for all vaccines to be given – from birth onwards.

As at 1 November last year, two changes were made to the Australian immunisation Schedule.  Firstly, a new Government funded program provides free varicella (chickenpox) vaccine for all children at 18 months of age and for children aged 10-13 years who have not previously been vaccinated against chickenpox, or had the disease. Secondly, oral polio vaccine (OPV) has been replaced with inactivated polio vaccine (IPV) which can be given in combination with the diphtheria, tetanus and whooping cough vaccines. In all, twelve diseases can be prevented by routine childhood immunisation.

Occasional media reports questioning the safety of certain childhood vaccines only serve to cause concern and confusion, however, studies show clearly that the process of immunisation is possibly the safest, most effective disease prevention measure ever introduced – perhaps rivalled only by the ready availability of good clean drinking water.

It is more than 20 years since the last known case of smallpox; and poliomyelitis is also close to being completely eradicated.  In Australia the introduction of the Hib (Haemophillus influenzae) vaccine has clearly demonstrated the benefits of immunisation as a strategy to prevent disease.  The number of cases of Hib, the principal cause of the very serious childhood meningitis, has fallen dramatically since the national Hib program began in 1993. 

Unfortunately, it is not all good news. Because of low immunisation rates, pertussis (whooping cough) measles and German measles (rubella) are still of great concern. While ignorance and lack of thought are probably the major reasons for our unsatisfactory rates of immunisation, there are most likely other factors too.  Fear, for instance; fear of pain and fear of adverse effects.

The fact is that no vaccine is 100% safe and effective; but, without doubt, the benefits far outweigh the risks.  Serious consequences are extremely rare – far less likely to occur than the chance of suffering the severe and often life-threatening symptoms of the disease itself. The most common side-effects, such as a sore arm, slight fever or feeling unwell for a few days, are easily treated; but the diseases immunisation prevents are not.

Everyone needs diphtheria, polio, tetanus, whooping cough, measles, mumps and rubella vaccination.  Young children also need the Hib immunisation and all children aged between 10 and 16 years should be immunised against hepatitis B. As well, for babies born in Australia since 1 May 2000, a four-dose course of hepatitis B vaccine is offered, beginning with the first dose just after birth.  This is part of a long-term strategy to reduce illness and death from its complications and to eventually eliminate hepatitis B completely.

If the childhood immunisation routine is not started on time or if a dose is missed, rest assured that a new program can be worked out with the assistance of your doctor.  

As for the side effects of immunisation, a little preparation will minimise the discomfort.  EMLA pain prevention patches will reduce the likelihood of tears, even for adult “cry babies”; and Panadol at four hourly intervals will effectively treat the symptoms.

You can get more detailed information about vaccines and immunisation from the Commonwealth Government’s website www.immunise.health.gov.au  and for information about the Self Care fact card, call the Pharmaceutical Society on 1 300 369 772.
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