New vaccine sparing kids, seniors from strep ills

By ANDRÉ PICARD 

Tuesday, November 8, 2005 Page A17
PUBLIC HEALTH REPORTER

A new childhood vaccine against Streptococcus pneumoniae -- a bacterial infection that is a major cause of earaches, pneumonia and meningitis -- has dramatically cut these illnesses and may help reduce deaths from the flu , too, a new Canadian study shows.

The research, published in today's edition of the Canadian Medical Association Journal, shows infections plummeted more than 80 per cent in children under 2 in the two years since the vaccine, sold under the brand name Prevnar, was offered free in Alberta. Just as impressively, infections with key strains of the bacteria dropped by more than 60 per cent among people over 65, a much larger than anticipated spillover effect.

"There is a big peak of pneumococcal disease in the first two years of life and another big peak after the age of 65," said Dr. James Kellner, a professor in the department of pediatrics at the University of Calgary. "Giving the vaccine to children has proved quite effective in both of the key groups" because fewer kids are spreading the illness to seniors. 

Adult vaccines against pneumococcal disease -- recommended for everyone over 50 --are not popular or overly effective. More than 90 per cent of newborns, however, have received the childhood vaccine since 2002, when it began being offered routinely in Alberta. (Since then, all provinces and territories, except the Northwest Territories, have made Prevnar part of routine childhood immunization.)

"This research is the leading edge," Dr. Kellner said.

He said current fears about a pandemic strain of influenza should bolster the popularity of pneumococcal vaccine for both children and adults. That's because most people who contract influenza do not die of the flu per se, but its complications. "One of the classic complications of influenza is pneumococcal disease," Dr. Kellner said. "This is a vaccine that could prevent the sequelae of influenza, including avian influenza."

Before introduction of the vaccine, about 500,000 Canadian children contracted pneumococcal disease each year. Canada-wide, the bacteria caused an estimated 65 cases of meningitis; 700 cases of bacteremia (blood poisoning); 2,200 cases of hospitalized pneumonia; 9,000 cases of non-hospitalized pneumonia and an average of 15 deaths per year among children.

Research shows that the vaccine can dramatically reduce the more serious forms of disease, such as pneumonia and meningitis. While it is far less effective against ear infections, given the sheer volume of infections, the economic impact of preventing even a minority of earaches is significant.

"Parents have to realize that children are still going to get earaches, which have many causes," Dr. Kellner said. "But this vaccine offers some very good protection against serious infections." 

There are more than 90 strains of Streptococcus pneumoniae. The bacteria enter through the nasal passage and youngsters are very efficient at transmitting the bugs. Prevnar, a product of Wyeth Pharmaceuticals of Markham, Ont., protects against the seven most-common strains, which cause about 80 per cent of childhood disease.

The adult vaccine against pneumococcal disease protects against 23 strains of the bacteria. Sold under the brand name Pneumovax, it is recommended for people over 50 and for all smokers. In Alberta, pneumococcal infections fell by 25 per cent overall , but infection with the seven strains in the Prevnar vaccine fell by 63 per cent.

