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A GP Perspective for patients-the flu and you 

Influenza H1N1 2009

Dr Lyndon Bauer GP Collaboration Unit Central Coast Division of General Practice(CCDGP) writes that:

This winter, a new influenza A virus, H1N1 influenza 09 (formerly called human swine influenza), has been high in the minds of Medicos and the community alike. The result has been the need to manage both patients with actual influenza infection, and lots of patients with concerns about influenza. The demand for services at most GP practices, and especially at our after hours service, “The Bridges” has been unprecedented. The whole primary care system is working at full capacity and this can only put more pressure on already overstretched Local Emergency Departments. 

A component of the Federal Government Reserve of antivirals has been allocated to General Practitioners free of charge to be given to patients who satisfy certain clinical criteria. Antivirals are usually only useful if commenced within 48 hrs of the first influenza symptoms. This time constraint means it is very important for GP assessment to be available in a timely way.

Antivirals can shorten the duration and severity of the illness, but they do not eliminate the infection. Antivirals can produce significant nausea and some individuals can suffer significant allergies. For the majority of people the virus causes a minor illness and it is not worth taking antivirals. As a guide I have found that more than 9 out of 10 people with respiratory infections do not qualify and probably would not benefit from antivirals.

Non medical people often describe a more severe or long lasting common cold as “the flu”. This is very misleading as influenza usually has more moderate respiratory symptoms, but marked systemic symptoms, such as high fevers, aches and pains, abdominal upset and nausea. It is not uncommon for patients to want pathological testing for influenza. During the “Contain Phase” testing was an important public health strategy, but the virus is now widespread and there are few 
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cases ,outside of hospital, where testing has a role. Test results usually take longer to be processed than the duration of the illness. 

The classic influenza patient will have had a mild sore throat or dry cough, and a sudden onset of significant fevers, aches, lethargy and possibly a mild upset stomach. They look unwell and say they feel terrible. If they present within 48hrs of the onset of symptoms, and they have moderately severe illness or other risk factors, then antivirals may have a role. 

Certain groups of people are at risk of more severe illness and may benefit from antivirals. People with chronic disease such as asthma, diabetes, heart, kidney or blood disease; people with immune system problems; pregnant women; people with morbid obesity and Aboriginals or Torres Strait Islander people of any age.

The decision to prescribe antivirals is based on risk factors and clinical symptoms and not on tests. If you feel you may be at risk, it is important to see your GP within 48hrs of the first symptoms. Explain this to the secretary and it may help you get a timely appointment. Otherwise you might try the afterhours GP services.

Dr Phil Godden, Chair CCDGP said that many GP’s have made specific plans in regard to managing patients with the H1N1 virus such as having specific hours for flu patients, telephone triaging and separating patients where possible. Patients can help GP’s during this extremely busy time by calling before they present to General Practice. 
For more information you can visit this web site, or use it as a gateway to many other sites.

www.healthpromotion.com.au/flu
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