
Severe illness as a result of influenza can happen to anyone at any age, but some people are at higher risk of 
developing serious flu-related complications if they get sick1. Seasonal flu results in between 6 000 and 11 000 
people in South Africa dying as a result of flu complications every year2. 

While many may believe that the worst of this year’s flu season is behind us, some South African health specialists 
disagree.

“Ideally we should be vaccinated before the flu season starts each winter, as it takes around two weeks for the 
immune response to fully develop. But if you haven’t been vaccinated yet, it isn’t too late,” says Dr Nickie 
Goedhals, a Clinical Virologist at PathCare.

She adds that in previous years, we have frequently seen that there can be two distinct peaks during flu season. 
“We are now seeing a spike in influenza A H1N1 cases, but this could be followed by another peak due to one 
of the other flu viruses such as influenza B or influenza A H3N2. There is no cross-protection between the flu 
viruses, which is why all three of these influenza types are included in the vaccines,” she says.

Daniel Kapelus, a vaccinologist at WITS Vaccines and Infectious Diseases Analytics (“VIDA”) Research Unit, 
agrees that it is still very much worth getting the flu shot in July. “If you haven’t yet been sick this season, then it’s 
highly recommended. Even if you have had a cold or been sick, it’s still worth getting because you may not have 
had flu, given all the other respiratory viruses that are circulating,” he says.

Kapelus adds that we can expect to see influenza cases into September, which means we still have up to two 
months of flu circulating ahead of us. 
Goedhals says that because flu circulation can still continue at low levels outside of the main season, it is still 
worth being vaccinated, especially for high-risk individuals.

When it comes to influenza, high-risk vulnerable groups include pregnant women, children aged 6 months to 5 
years, people over age 65, people with chronic medical conditions and health workers3.

Dr Albert  de Frey, Director of the Travel Doctor in South Africa and member of the WHO Expert Roster on 
Travel Health, reiterates the importance of high-risk individuals still getting the flu vaccination this year, and adds 
that those traveling overseas should also consider getting a flu vaccination.

“While we are beyond the peak of influenza season for this winter, it is not too late to get a flu vaccine, especially 
if you are vulnerable, if you have a chronic disease like diabetes or hypertension as well as if you are traveling 
abroad”. He says that while influenza occurs in the temperate climates such as South Africa predominantly in the 
winter season, it can circulate in other areas of the world, especially in tropical areas, throughout the year.

Flu vaccinations are currently available at most healthcare providers, pharmacies and clinics in South Africa.

HEALTH SPECIALISTS AGREE
-  ITS NOT TOO LATE TO GET THE FLU VACCINE THIS YEAR, 
ESPECIALLY FOR THOSE AT HIGHER RISK OF SEVERE ILLNESS
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