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VILSECK, Germany – With flu season in full swing, Bavaria Medical Department Activity officials are encouraging people to take preventive measures seriously, especially pregnant women.

“A pregnant woman who gets the flu is 10 times more likely to be hospitalized than infected people in the general population,” said Capt. Joseph Woodring, chief of preventive medicine. “The best protection for pregnant women and their baby is to make sure they get both the 2009 seasonal and H1N1 flu shots.”

Although there is a mist version of the seasonal flu vaccine, Woodring said pregnant women are only eligible for the injectable shot.  Both seasonal flu shots and 2009 H1N1 flu shots are recommended for pregnant women at any time during pregnancy.

“We want our pregnant women to get the injectable version of both the seasonal and H1N1 vaccine,” Woodring said. “One of the benefits is that they can get both flu shots at the same time.”

One of the concerns Woodring said pregnant women may have is about thimerosal, a mercury preservative found in vaccines that come in multi-dose vials.

“We will only receive H1N1 vaccines that contain thimerosal,” Woodring said. “However, it’s important to know that the Food and Drug Administration has endorsed the vaccine we are receiving and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has said the vaccine is safe for pregnant women.”

In the event a pregnant woman finds herself battling flu-like symptoms, she should seek medical attention.

“If a pregnant woman thinks she has the flu, she should call her doctor right away,” Woodring said. “If needed, the provider should prescribe antiviral medicine that treats the flu. Antiviral medicine is most helpful if it is started within the first 48 hours after high-risk people, which includes pregnant women, become sick.” 

Since all of the pregnant women in Bavaria receive their health care at host nation hospitals, Woodring said they should also know the basics of being treated for flu-like symptoms.

“If a pregnant woman goes to a host nation hospital with flu symptoms and is not given antiviral medication, she needs to go to her local Army health clinic to possibly receive antiviral medication,” Woodring said. “Also, if lab testing for the flu was done, the antiviral treatment should not wait for the test results to come back.”

The current antiviral medication being used to treat the flu includes: oseltamivir, also known as Tamiflu®, and zanamivir, also known as Relenza®. The antiviral medicines fight the flu by keeping flu viruses from replicating in the body. According to Woodring, this results in a milder illness and makes you feel better faster.  Antivirals can also prevent serious flu complications.

“At this time, Tamiflu® is the best medicine to treat pregnant women who have 2009 H1N1 flu,” Woodring said. “Please also realize that we’re only giving antiviral medication to high-risk beneficiaries, such as pregnant women, who may not recover as well from the flu.”

Currently, there are no studies that suggest pregnant women or their babies will have adverse outcomes from taking antiviral medication. Woodring recommends women talk to their doctor if they have questions about the medication. 

“We’re here to answer questions,” Woodring said. “Take advantage of it so that you’re comfortable with getting the vaccine and if needed, antiviral medication.”

For more information about the seasonal and H1N1 viruses, visit the CDC Web site at www.cdc.gov.
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SIDEBAR:

Protect Yourself, Protect Your Baby 

· Get your flu shots — pregnant women will need both the 2009 H1N1 flu shot and the seasonal flu shot. 
· Take everyday precautions – practice and preach good cough etiquette, good hand washing and avoiding sick people.
· If you have been exposed to someone who likely had the flu and you are pregnant, call your doctor. 
· If you are pregnant and start to feel sick, call your doctor right away. Take the medicines your doctor prescribes and let your Army health clinic know if you did not receive antiviral medication from a local national hospital.
· Plan to breastfeed as soon as your baby is born. 
· Having a fever can cause problems for pregnant women and their unborn child. Acetaminophen (Tylenol) is the best way for pregnant women to lower a fever.
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