The Influenza Vaccine for 2010/11

Every year, in early spring, the World Health Organisation decides which flu strains should be included in the seasonal flu vaccine for the following autumn.  The decision is based on evidence at the time as to which viruses are likely to be around the following autumn.  The vaccine always contains 3 viruses: usually a H3N2 virus, a H1N1 virus and an influenza B virus.  This year’s vaccine is no different from previous years’ seasonal flu vaccines, apart from the fact that the H1N1 component is now the H1N1 swine flu virus.  This makes sense as the swine flu virus is now the most common flu virus.  Once the decision is made by WHO the vaccine manufacturers start making the vaccine in readiness for the autumn.  

It is, however, important to emphasise that this year’s seasonal flu vaccine is not the same as last year’s swine flu vaccine and that vaccine has not been used in making this year’s vaccine.  In particular the vaccine does not contain the adjuvants that were present in Pandemrix and which may have caused the sore arms that some patients complained about.  Adjuvants were used to boost the immune response from Pandemrix.  This allowed the manufacturers to use less virus in each dose and make available supplies go further.  This was important at the time, when there was a relative scarcity of the virus for making vaccines and the need to make as many doses as possible in the shortest possible time. 

