[For early winter publication. NOTE: Before issue and publication, this article needs to be vetted and updated to include any recent developments and trends.]
Pandemic Influenza


Could there be another global flu outbreak (“pandemic”) like the one in 1918/19, which killed nearly 700,000 Americans and 30–50 million people worldwide? With the U.S. flu season upon us, it’s a good time to consider the potential for a pandemic and what steps you and your family can take to stay safe.

Flu viruses mutate frequently. A pandemic can occur when a new influenza virus emerges for which people have little or no immunity and for which there is no vaccine. Unfortunately, targeted vaccines can be produced only after a strain appears. The disease spreads easily person-to-person, and serious illness can sweep across continents and around the world in a very short time.


According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ PandemicFlu.gov, “It is difficult to predict when the next influenza pandemic will occur or how severe it will be. Wherever and whenever a pandemic starts, everyone around the world is at risk. Countries might, through measures such as border closures and travel restrictions, delay arrival of the virus, but cannot stop it.”

What’s the Risk?


Flu spreads through breathing droplets expelled when infected people sneeze and cough. The virus can also spread when people touch respiratory droplets that settle on an object or another person and then touch their own or someone else’s mouth or nose before washing their hands.


Typically, flu hits hardest in the elderly, people who live in long-term care facilities or need regular medical attention, those prone to asthma or other respiratory conditions, and children under two, but people of all ages are at risk. Healthy young adults may be most at risk for exposure in a flu pandemic, judging from history at least, but they may also be the best able to survive.

Because their responsibilities may bring them into contact with infected people, Coast Guard personnel in boarding teams, the Deployable Operations Group, and the health-care community would be at increased risk during pandemic influenza.


If a pandemic did occur, it would disrupt everyday functions in businesses and schools and affect society and the economy. Health-care personnel and facilities could be overwhelmed.
Precautions to Take

Flu viruses can be prevented by vaccines, antiviral medicines, and good hygiene. Until effective vaccines for new strains are developed, here are the best steps for protection:
· Get the available flu shots and other vaccinations to boost immunity. Get vaccinated every year because the vaccine is changed along with the mutating virus to help fight the most threatening strain.

· Frequently wash your hands with soap and water.

· Cover your mouth and nose when coughing or sneezing.


All families should get emergency supply kits and make emergency plans. If there are signs that a pandemic may be brewing, increase your water, food, and medical stocks to two-week supplies and add hand wash with 60%–95% alcohol content, a thermometer, medicines for fever and diarrhea, fluids with electrolytes, and facemasks. Verify your evacuation plans and emergency contact cards, and be aware of emergency, containment, or evacuation plans and distribution sites.
What If It Hits?


In the event of a pandemic, stay informed and follow the directions of health and emergency authorities. Quarantine measures may be used to limit movement of people who may have been exposed to the disease, and isolation measures may be taken for those infected with the disease. Above all, practice infection control:
· Maintain good hygiene, especially washing hands.
· Limit exposure with sick people, and stay home if you are sick.
· Minimize direct contact by telecommuting and telephoning.

· Maintain personal space of three feet or more, and don’t shake hands or touch.
Be “Always Prepared”

Get a kit. Make a plan. Be informed. You can find more tips on family emergency preparedness on the Coast Guard’s Work-Life website at www.uscg.mil/worklife/???.asp.
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