Factsheet #1

What Workers Need to Know About Pandemic Flu

Basic Facts About Pandemic Flu

What is pandemic flu?

Pandemic flu is a new type of flu virus that spreads quickly and easily around the world. We have no way to fight off this new type of virus, because we have not built up any resistance (immunity) to it. 
Right now there is no pandemic flu in the world, but it will happen sooner or later. Scientists are worried that the avian flu (bird flu) virus could change (mutate) over time and become a pandemic flu. If this happens, many people will get sick and die. 

There is no vaccine to protect us from pandemic flu. Scientists can only develop a vaccine after a pandemic flu virus appears. This will take months and it will be hard to get the vaccine to everyone who needs it. We do not know if any medicines we use to treat other types of flu viruses will help treat pandemic flu.

When pandemic flu reaches the United States, it will have a huge impact on our nation and workplaces. Our hospitals will be too busy to treat everyone who needs help. The number of people who miss work will go up. Our economy will slow down. 
During a flu pandemic, many workers could come into contact with the virus at work. In order to protect workers, employers must prepare a health and safety plan before pandemic flu arrives. This plan includes ways to control the spread of infection and what to do in an emergency. 
Are there different types of flu? 
Yes. There are several different types of flu and each is caused by a different virus. Pandemic flu is a new type of flu virus that no one has ever had. Very few people can fight off pandemic flu so it spreads quickly around the world. Other types of flu viruses are the avian flu (bird flu) and the seasonal (common) flu. Here are some important facts that you need to know about these different types of flu. 
Seasonal (Common) Flu

The seasonal flu is caused by the influenza virus. This kind of flu spreads from person to person and is a common sickness every winter. Seasonal flu causes fever, runny nose, sore throat, muscle pain and coughing. Most healthy adults who get seasonal flu do not die from it. However, older adults and very young children can develop serious problems like pneumonia.

Seasonal flu can usually be prevented by a vaccine (flu shot) that you can get each year. Many people can fight off the common flu because over time, you can build up some immunity to help protect you. There are some medicines that can help treat people with seasonal flu.

Each year, over 200,000 people in the United States end up in the hospital and about 36,000 people die from problems related to seasonal flu. 
Avian Flu
The avian flu (bird flu) is caused by a different kind of influenza virus. This virus is found in wild birds and domestic birds like chickens. A special (and deadly) type of the bird flu virus, “H5N1,” has killed millions of birds around the world since 1997. People can get this type of avian flu virus if they touch or eat an infected bird. They can also get this virus if they touch equipment or surfaces that are contaminated with an infected bird’s blood or waste. 
The avian flu virus rarely passes from person to person. Unlike the common flu virus, a vaccine has not yet been developed for the avian flu virus.
People who have avian flu get the same symptoms as those with seasonal flu: fever, cough, sore throat and muscle aches. But with avian flu, even healthy people can get very sick and die from serious problems like pneumonia. About 60% of all people who get avian flu die. Hundreds of people around the world have died since 2003, mostly in Asia and the Middle East. The avian flu virus has not yet been found in the United States.

Pandemic Flu
Pandemic flu is caused by a new kind of virus that spreads quickly around the world. This flu causes people to get very sick or die because our bodies can not fight it off. There is no vaccine to protect us from pandemic flu and we do not know if medicines we use to treat other types of flu viruses will help treat pandemic flu.

If a pandemic flu reaches the United States, 25% to 35% of our population could become sick. Almost two million people could die. Our normal way of life will change because we will have to limit contact between people to keep the virus from spreading. For example, schools and businesses could close, public events could be cancelled, and there could be limits put on travel.
How will our workplaces be affected by pandemic flu?

Workers who have close and frequent contact with the public are more likely to get the pandemic flu virus. Health care workers and those who respond to an emergency are in the most danger of getting the virus. 

The number of people missing work could reach as high as 40% to 60%. Workers could be absent from work because they are sick, caring for a family member who is sick, or taking care of children when schools are closed. 
It is very important that employers plan and prepare for pandemic flu BEFORE it arrives. They should do this NOW. Every employer should make a plan to prevent the spread of the flu and teach workers about the plan.
These are the key points:
· Pandemic flu is a new type of flu virus that spreads quickly and easily around the world.
· Many people will get sick and die if there is a pandemic flu.
· The best way to protect workers and the public is to plan and prepare NOW, before pandemic flu gets here.
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