What do we mean by common winter infections?

These are infections that occur throughout the year but in the winter the number of people who become ill increases dramatically.  They include:

· Influenza

· Pneumonia

· Respiratory Syncitial virus (often leading to pneumonia or croup)

· Diarrhoea and Vomiting (sometimes called “gastric flu”)

The germs that cause these illnesses spread very easily.

How are these infections spread?

The viruses or bacteria that cause the infection are breathed out, or exhaled particularly when the infected person coughs or sneezes.

If the person has “gastric flu” the virus is present in the diarrhoea or vomit.

Spreading the infection is then easy.


Why is it easy to spread the infection?

People breathe in the germs if someone who is infected coughs or sneezes near to them.

When the infected person coughs or sneezes infected droplets settle on the surfaces and objects around that person.  The germs that cause these infections can live for several hours on surfaces.  Other people touch surfaces and the germs hitch a ride on the hands and fingers.  People put their hands to their mouth, some of the germs enter the mouth and then find their way to the respiratory system to cause an infection.  Germs can also enter the body from hands and fingers by rubbing the eye or touching the nose.

What about “gastric flu” - is this spread in a different way?

When someone vomits or has diarrhoea invisible infected droplets settle on the surfaces and objects near the person e.g. bathroom surfaces.  Hands touch the surfaces and the germs are then picked up on hands and fingers.

“Gastric flu” can also be spread if someone who is infected does not wash their hands thoroughly and prepares food e.g. sandwiches.

What can I do to help protect myself from these illnesses?

· Your GP, Practice Nurse or Community Nurse will advise you about the immunisations available

· Eat a balanced health diet to help boost your immunity

· Do not visit relatives or friends if you know they are unwell with these illnesses

· Do not visit others if you yourself have an infection

What can be done to help prevent the spread of infection?

· Stay at home if unwell

· Do not “struggle” into work if feeling unwell - you will be infectious at this stage

· Cough and sneeze into a tissue and discard into a plastic bag immediately

· Wash hands after handling the tissue

· 
Remember the germs will settle on surfaces and objects so keep everywhere clean

· Wash hands frequently

· In the case of “gastric flu” pay particular attention to cleaning bathroom surfaces including toilet handle, door handle, light pulls, any support rails or grab handles.  Close the toilet lid before flushing to reduce the spread of germs in the aerosol

· Wash hands after cleaning is completed

· Wash hands after going to the toilet

· Avoid preparing food if possible

· Toys can also harbour germs so wash them thoroughly if a child has an infection

What should I use when I clean?

Clean thoroughly – using detergent e.g. washing up liquid, hot water and a disposable cloth if possible.  This removes the germs.  Dry surfaces afterwards.  Some products contain both a detergent and disinfectant – these can be used if you prefer.  A plain disinfectant will not kill germs unless you clean the surface before you apply the disinfectant.




	CLEANING IS CRUCIAL

frequent handwashing is very important

IF YOU OR YOUR CHILD HAVE SERIOUS HEALTH PROBLEMS OR YOU ARE AGED 65 YEARS OR OVER HAVE THE PNUEMOCOCCAL VACCINE AND THE FLU VACCIN



FURTHER INFORMATION

This leaflet gives general information.

Further details are available from:-

NHS Direct telephone no:- 0845 4647.

Your local Health Centre or General Practice.

West Midlands North Health Protection Unit (telephone number below) 

· 01785 221126

www.hpa.org.uk 

 

[image: image1.png]ﬁealth . ~
Protection

Agency
-




West Midlands North

Health Protection Unit
“BUGS” INFORMATION LEAFLET ON:
help prevent the spread of common winter infections

 Reviewed 2009
