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Stockholm, 10 December 2007 

Vaccinating “high risk groups” against seasonal flu 
could save thousands of lives says ECDC 
 
 
At least 40 000 people in the European Union die each year from seasonal 
influenza (flu) according to a new estimate published today by the European 
Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC).  Most of these deaths will 
be among older people and people living with chronic illnesses such as heart  
or lung disease.    Zsuzsanna Jakab, the Director of ECDC, said today that 
influenza vaccination is an effective protection measure and thousands of lives 
could be saved if more people in these higher risk groups were vaccinated in 
EU countries.  No EU-wide figures exist for the percentage of people in high 
risk groups who are vaccinated each year against influenza.  However, an 
informal study by ECDC last year found national coverage rates varying among 
older people from as low as 4% to as high as 75%. 
 
Zsuzsanna Jakab, Director of ECDC, said: 

“There is sometimes a perception that ordinary seasonal flu is not a serious disease.  
However our latest analysis is that it kills at least 40,000 people each year in the European 
Union.  Many of these deaths could be avoided if more people in high risk groups were to 
be vaccinated.  The evidence shows that seasonal influenza vaccines offer good 
protection.” 

Who should be vaccinated? 
The World Health Organisation (WHO) has highlighted older people and people living with 
chronic medical conditions, such as lung or heart disease, as the key risk groups who 
would benefit from annual immunisation against influenza.  That is because people in 
these groups have the highest risk of dying, or becoming seriously ill, from seasonal 
influenza.  The majority of European Union countries therefore recommend annual 
vaccination for the people in these groups. 
 
Furthermore, many European Union countries particularly emphasise the importance of 
annual immunisation for people living in residential care for the elderly and disabled.  The 
majority of European Union countries recommend that all health care staff should be 
immunised against influenza, so that people likely to be exposed to influenza through 
their work are protected, and to ensure they do not pass influenza on to vulnerable 
patients that they are caring for. 
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ECDC is today publishing fact sheets detailing the under-pinning scientific facts about 
influenza and the vaccine against it.  These fact sheets – one written for scientific experts, 
the other in less technical language designed for a wider audience – summarise the 
various national recommendations on seasonal flu vaccination. The fact sheets also give 
links to national influenza websites. 
 

Annual death toll from influenza 
The number of deaths each year varies depending on how virulent the strain of influenza 
circulating that winter is.  Scientific evidence reviewed by ECDC puts excess deaths during a 
mild influenza season (i.e. during a year when a less virulent strain is circulating) in the 
order of 8 per 100,000 population.  Estimates for excess deaths during a year when there is 
a more virulent strain of seasonal influenza circulating range from 25 to 44 excess deaths 
per 100,000 population.  Applying these figures to the EU population of around 500 million 
total excess deaths from influenza each year will be in the range 40,000 to 220,000. 

 

Effectiveness of the Vaccine   
Seasonal influenza vaccines reduce the risk of infection among all age-groups and severe 
illness and death in the largest high risk group older people.  The effectiveness of the 
vaccine can vary from season to season, as the strain of influenza circulating varies, but the 
level of protection offered is generally good.   

       

Background information on ECDC 
The European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) is an EU agency tasked 
with identifying assessing and communicating threats to human health posed by infectious 
diseases.  It supports the work of public health authorities in the EU and EEA/EFTA Member 
States.  

Further information 
Ben Duncan, Spokesman Tel: +46.761.251566 

Sarah Earnshaw, Media Officer Tel: +46.761.251567 

Email: press@ecdc.europa.eu 

Website: http://ecdc.europa.eu  
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