


               Vaccinations made easy

We all have a love hate relationship with vaccinations. No-one likes the idea of the needles, or of some foreign substance being injected into our bodies, but we do it because we understand that it is good for us and for the community. Some are sceptical, many have questions, and some just stick their heads in the sand and don't want to know. The immunisation schedule is changing all the time, and it can be difficult to keep up so hopefully I can update you a little, and explain why I think vaccinations are so important. 

Vaccinations or immunisations, give us good protection against many potentially serious diseases. Although no vaccine can be entirely free of side effects, all of the routine ones have been extensively studied, and show benefits far outweighing the risks. Immunisation protects both the individual and the community as a whole. Serious side effects of vaccines on the schedule are extremely rare.

The new combination vaccines are a fantastic development, especially the infanrix hexa which enables us to vaccinate against diptheria, whooping cough, tetanus, polio, hepatitis B, and haemophilus influenza type b, all in one needle and with no increase in side effects. These days we also routinely vaccinate children against meningoccus B, measles, mumps, rubella, chicken pox, and pneumococcal infection.

As adults, we can start to get somewhat blase about the vaccinations, and lose sight of how important they are as it is rare now to see many of these diseases. It is so important though to keep up the vaccination programme to prevent an epidemic. If we stopped immunising, then these diseases would rip through this country at an horrendous rate with devastating consequences. 

It is not only the children who need routine immunisations. As adults, it is important to make sure that we have a tetanus immunisation every 10yrs, or more often for those who work with their hands outside. The tetanus organism is present everywhere in the soil and tetanus is a terrible disease with severe muscle spasms and a significant death rate. The other childhood immunisations last long enough not to have to reimmunise. Over 65s are advised to have the influenza vaccine every year, as the virus is constantly changing. Each year, the vaccine is prepared to counter the effects of the three most nasty flu viruses which are expected to be circulating that winter. For those with less resistance such as the elderly, and those diseases such as diabetes and asthma, it can prevent the sequelae of pneumonia and hospitalisation. It is also a good idea for adults to be immunised against hepatitis B. It is a very nasty disease, which can be spread by contact with any infected bodily fluids. Children now get free vaccinations, but it is a good investment for any adults who are not yet immunised. 

The other time we need to think about vaccinations is when going abroad, especially to underdeveloped countries. Your local GP can do the vaccinations for you, or you can go to a specialist travel centre, but it is important to start early enough. At least four weeks before travel, and preferably six weeks. If you are late, then it is still worth vaccinating. You can still get surprisingly good cover with a shortened course.

Just a brief mention of homeopathic immunisations before I finish. As far as I am aware, there is no good evidence that they do anything at all and I would be very wary of relying on them for  disease prevention.

You will be doing your children a disservice by immunising them in this way.

And on a lighter note, there are some very exciting vaccines on the way. One is for the strains of the wart virus that are associated with cancer of the cervix. If all goes to plan, then this vaccine will be introduced in the next few years for young adolescent girls, and will eventually prevent the need for regular paps smears. Yippee! And scientists are making good progress towards a vaccine for avian flu. The race is on to get it ready before the avian flu virus mutates enough to cause easy human to human transmission.......

The advances in medical science are awe inspiring. 

For futher information:

www.health.wa.gov.au/immunisation
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