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10 August 2010

Dear Principal and Staff

As you may have heard from the news media, Wairarapa schools are experiencing high rates of absenteeism with influenza, confirmed to be swine flu. Swine flu is the most common strain of influenza circulating in New Zealand this year. The main symptoms of this are high temperatures, chills, headache, nausea, and some vomiting and diarrhoea.   Younger children are more likely to experience vomiting and diarrhoea with the flu.  Influenza can quickly spread in schools.   Schools that had high rates of influenza last year are less likely to see a recurrence this year as staff and pupils have some immunity from their previous contact with the virus.

To help reduce the spread of illness in schools, Regional Public Health recommends the following actions:
1. Students or staff with flu-like symptoms should not be at school.   Children can still be infectious even when they appear well and need to stay home from school until 2 days (48hrs) after all signs of flu have gone.  In general a flu-like illness lasts 3-4 days but it can be up to 7 days. 

People worried about their symptoms or who have an underlying condition that makes them vulnerable to severe influenza illness, for example - asthma, can telephone Healthline 0800 611 116 or their family doctor for further advice.  

If students or staff become unwell with flu-like symptoms while at school, they need to go home to be cared for.  While waiting to go home they need to be kept in an area away from others and monitored until they leave school.  Staff caring for students with flu-like symptoms can protect themselves by wearing gloves, an apron and a face mask if the child is coughing.  Hands need to be washed regularly during contact with a sick person. 

2.  Prevent the spread of germs by ensuring everyone covers their mouth and nose with tissues when coughing and sneezing and put used tissues in a covered bin or a plastic bag.  (If there are no tissues available, cough or sneeze into your upper sleeve – not your hands).  Remember to wash or sanitise your hands afterwards. 

3.  Encourage students and staff to wash their hands regularly.  Clean hands are the single most important factor in preventing the spread of germs.  Wash hands for at least 20 seconds with soap and warm water and dry them for 20 seconds with a dry towel or paper towel, or use an alcohol-based hand rub.  Wash hands before preparing food, eating and after coughing, sneezing, blowing your nose and visiting the toilet.  Consider having hand sanitising stations and/or hand washing reminder signs and stickers throughout the school. 

4. Regularly clean surfaces that are touched a lot (e.g. door handles, bench tops, toilet and bathroom areas).  Influenza viruses can live up to 48 hours on hard surfaces.  One of the most effective and cheap disinfecting solutions to clean surfaces is a solution of household bleach and water.  

Supermarket bleaches are sold in different strengths, usually 2-5% sodium hypochlorite solution.  The strength is written on the label.  The recommended concentration of bleach disinfectant is 1000ppm (0.1%) hypochlorite.  To achieve this, the following table provides a guide to diluting supermarket bleach of differing concentrations.

If your school uses contract cleaners you may wish to share this information with them.

	Original strength of

bleach
	Disinfectant Recipe



	%


	Parts per

million
	Parts of

bleach


	Parts of

water



	1
	10,000
	1
	9

	2
	20,000
	1
	19

	3
	30,000
	1
	29

	4
	40,000
	1
	39

	5
	50,000
	1
	49


5. Keep note of absenteeism rates and symptoms reported by students and staff.  Telephone Regional Public Health on 04 570 9002 if you have any concerns or require further information or advice.  Please advise your School Public Health Nurse if your school is experiencing 20% or greater absenteeism on any one day. 

6. Influenza immunisation.  If your school has not yet seen an increase in absenteeism from 'flu like symptoms there is still time for staff and students to get immunised from their family doctor.  This is particularly important for schools in the Kapiti region that did not seem to be as badly affected by swine flu last year.    This year’s vaccine includes protection against the H1N1 swine flu strain.  It is important to note that it takes 10-14 days from the time of vaccination to develop immunity and if somebody has already been exposed to the flu virus before immunity develops, the vaccine will not prevent infection.  

The following link provides a source of downloadable posters and brochures 

http://www.moh.govt.nz/moh.nsf/indexmh/pandemicinfluenza-resources
If you have any queries or require further information, please contact your school’s Public Health Nurse on 04 570 9002.

Yours sincerely 
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Jenny Allan

Manager

School Health & Immunisation Group

Regional Public Health
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