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9 March 2004

How Vaccine Is Curbing Meningococcal C Infection 

Professor Qutub Syed, the Health Protection Agency’s North West Regional Director, says that family doctors, health visitors and school nurses are to be congratulated on the success of an immunisation campaign that has seen massive reductions in cases of potentially deadly mengingococcal C disease.

Prior to the introduction of a vaccine in November 1999, Group C accounted for 46% of all cases of meningococcal disease with a confirmed serogroup. 

Since the introduction of the meningococcal C vaccine the number of cases recorded in the North West Region has dwindled from 151 in 1999 to 12 in 2003 and just five so far this year.

In Cumbria, no new cases of meningococcal C infection were recorded in 2003 and there have been none so far this year.

In Lancashire, just four cases were recorded in 2003 and there have only been three so far this year.

In Cheshire, no cases have been recorded since February 2003

On Merseyside, there have been no new cases since September last year.

In Greater Manchester, no cases were recorded in 2003 and there have been just two so far this year, one in Manchester and one in Trafford.

“This is an incredible record that demonstrates the value of immunisation in giving children lifelong protection against very serious infectious diseases,” Professor Syed said. 

“It is a real success story and a tribute to the hard work of a great many people in primary care and to the common sense of parents and guardians. 

“Immunisation is a gift for life and I would urge all parents who have not yet had their children immunised against a range of diseases to make the appropriate arrangements as quickly as possible.”

The Meningococcal C vaccine, which was evaluated for general use in the Health Protection Agency’s Regional Laboratory at Manchester Royal Infirmary, is given routinely to children at age two months, three months and four months.

Following the introduction of the vaccine in November 1999 a “catch-up” programme was launched to vaccinate everyone aged under 18 years. That programme was extended in January 2002 to include everyone up to and including 24 years of age.

It is due to high uptake rates amongst younger children and the success of the “catch-up” campaign with older children that infection rates have reduced so dramatically.

Meningococcal C infection can be devastating. It can cause neurological problems such as hearing loss, language disorders and mental retardation; or blood poisoning, lung infection or permanent damage to the joints.  One patient in 10 with meningococcal C infection will die.

Notes to Editors
As Professor Syed says, the meningococcal C vaccine has been incredibly successful in dramatically reducing the number of cases we see each year. However, it would be wrong to claim that the infection has been virtually eradicated in some areas. One can never eradicate an infection in just one area and we would only consider the disease eradicated if all young people everywhere were fully immunised and we had not seen any new cases for some considerable time. What has been demonstrated is the success of immunisation in reducing disease and infection when uptake rates are high.

Meanwhile, we are still seeing 250 cases of meningococcal B infection each year in the North West Region. Work is currently underway at the HPA Regional Laboratory in Manchester and at HPA Porton Down in Salisbury, along with other partners, to develop an effective vaccine for Meningococcal Group B disease. It is estimated that we are about 5-6 years from having a vaccine that will have the impact on meningitis B that the men C vaccine has had.

Meningococcal Group C cases recorded in the North West Region in 2003 and so far in 2004:

2004

East Lancashire – 2

Morecambe Bay – 1

Trafford – 1

Manchester – 1

2003

Liverpool – 3

Sefton – 2

St. Helens – 1

Knowsley – 1

Cheshire – 1

East Lancashire – 1

North West Lancashire - 3
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