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Idaho Unveils Website to Help Idahoans Prepare for Pandemic Influenza
Is your family prepared for school closures, empty food shelves and no available medical care? Could your business still function with 40% of workers staying home? Will police, fire and critical utility services be available if workers are ill or caring for ill family members? These are things which could easily occur during an influenza pandemic, and the driving force behind a new website that was launched by the Idaho Department of Health and Welfare, www.PANFLUidaho.org.

This year is the 90th anniversary of the Great Pandemic of 1918 that caused the deaths of 50 million people worldwide. Pandemic influenza is a type of flu that is far more serious than seasonal flu.  A severe pandemic could sicken 450,000 Idahoans and result in the deaths of 9,000 Idaho residents and millions of people worldwide. The website, www.PANFLUidaho.org, was developed to provide resources and tools to help individuals, families, businesses, and governments to plan and prepare for an influenza pandemic.

“We wanted to provide a reliable source of information for people in Idaho about influenza pandemics – what happened during the three pandemics of the last century, what to expect during a pandemic, and most importantly, how to prepare for a future pandemic,” says Barb Blakesley, Idaho Department of Health and Welfare’s Pandemic Influenza Coordinator and Planner. “Preparing today will reduce some of the potentially devastating impacts a pandemic could have on your family and our state.”

The new PANFLUidaho.org website features video clips of Governor Butch Otter, Idaho’s State Epidemiologist, an Environmental Health and Safety Specialist from Hewlett-Packard, and an Idaho mom discussing government, medical, business, and family preparedness for an influenza pandemic. The website provides information on past pandemics, updates on current pandemic threats, and tools to help people prepare for the next pandemic. 

(more)
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Every fall and winter seasonal influenza spreads in our communities, with some years worse than others. During a typical flu season up to 36,000 Americans die from the flu or complications from the flu. Most people have some immunity to seasonal flu viruses and flu vaccines are developed each year to protect people from infection. What makes a pandemic influenza occur is the emergence of a new flu virus that people have little or no immunity to that spreads easily from person-to-person. 

A vaccine can be developed for a new influenza virus, however, it will take 4-6 months and only limited supplies may be available. During this time, health officials fear the virus could spread worldwide. Three influenza pandemics have occurred in the last 90 years, including the Great Pandemic of 1918. 

There is no pandemic influenza in the world right now, but many experts fear that the avian flu virus H5N1, which has been found in 15 countries, poses a credible threat to become the next pandemic influenza virus. The World Health Organization (WHO) has confirmed 387 human infections of H5N1 since 2003, with 245 people dying. Scientists fear that changes in the virus could occur which would make the virus easily transmissible between people. If this happens, a pandemic could spread worldwide in a matter of months.

During an influenza pandemic, businesses and governments could experience worker absenteeism rates of up to 40 percent.  Demands on hospitals and healthcare facilities will likely overtax the system and schools and daycares may be closed to reduce the spread of disease. This is why it is so important for individuals, families, businesses and governments to prepare for the next influenza pandemic. 

“Many people don’t want to think about it, but planning for the worst case scenario now will help mitigate the affects of a pandemic when it happens,” Blakesley says. “It really isn’t a case of ‘if’ another pandemic will occur, but rather a case of ‘when.’ Are you ready?”

(Editors: For more information, please contact IDHW  Public Information Officer Tom Shanahan at 208-334-0668.)

