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Over 85% of babies, toddlers

Medical experts urge broader protection against
respiratory viruses, citing risk of co-infection

Lo Hoi-ying
hoiying.lo@scmp.com

More than 85 per cent of Hong
Konginfants and toddlers remain
unvaccinated against the flu, as
medical experts urge broader
immunisation against respiratory
viruses, citing a higher risk of
co-infection among especially
vulnerable groups this winter.

Experts yesterday warned if
the summer flu peak extended
and overlapped with the winter
season, respiratory viruses could
remain highly active for an
extended period.

They urged the public to get
vaccinated against both influenza
and respiratory syncytial virus
(RSV) to prevent simultaneous
infections, which could increase
the risk of severe illness and
mortality.

David Hui Shu-cheong, a
professor of respiratory medicine
at Chinese University, said the
summer flu peak was slowly
receding and expected to bottom
out by late November or early
December.

However, he warned the
winter flu season, which typically
occurs between January and
March, could bring about another
peak soon. Hui noted 1.33 million
people had been vaccinated
against the flu this year, 3.9 per
cent more than in 2024, yet
many young children, considered
high risk, remained unprotected.

“Only 14 per cent of children
aged sixmonths to two years have
been vaccinated so far,” he told a
radio show, adding the low uptake
was insufficient to build up herd
immunity.

Inresponse to foreign research
showing the H3N2 influenza virus
had mutated, he said while the

vaccine's effectiveness in prevent-
ing infections had declined, it still
reduced the risk of severe illness
and hospital admission.

Hui explained the 14 per cent
vaccination rate reflected the
inoculation programme'’s
mid-September start, aimed at
protecting against the winter flu
peak. The mutation, which
emerged at the end of August,
worsened a late-starting summer
flu season. “The summer flu peak
came late this year in August, but
the vaccines meant for the winter
flu peak had not arrived,” he said.

While the winter peak
occurred every year, the summer
flu season had only appeared five
times in the past decade, making
it very difficult to prepare vaccines
in advance, he said.

He added about 80 per cent
of the population remained
unvaccinated against influenza.

Hui urged parents to ensure
their children were inoculated
and to take full advantage of the
government’s free vaccination
programme to reduce the risk of
severe illness.

He cautioned against delays,
noting it took two weeks for the
antibodies to develop, and cited a
recent case where a child was
vaccinated but still suffered a
severe flu four days later.

The summer peak saw 21

still unvaccinated against flu

severe cases among children aged
between 11 months and 17 years,
including two deaths, a figure
higher than in the preceding two
years. The two children who died
were an 11-month-old boy who
had been chronically ill and had
not received the latest vaccine,
and an unvaccinated 13-year-old
girl.

Hui also warned of RSV
infections, which typically peak in
spring and summer, with children
and the elderly more likely to
develop complications.

“Currently, RSV vaccines are
available in the private market
for self-paid vaccination,” said
Hui, who chairs the government’s
Scientific Committee on
Emerging and Zoonotic Diseases.

“I believe the Department of
Health will procure the vaccine
in the future to provide free
vaccination for elderly citizens
aged 75 and above as well as
younger individuals with chronic
illnesses.”

The Chinese Medical
Association forecast the number
of influenza and RSV cases would
rise as temperatures dropped.

Mike Kwan Yat-wah, a
member of the association and
president of the Asian Society for
Pediatric Infectious Diseases,
warned of people being simulta-
neously affected with the flu and
RSV as winter approached.

“The mortality rate for
children infected with RSV is 10
times higher than that for the flu,
and co-infections are not
uncommon,” he said at a press
conference. “Hospitalised
patients are often infected with
several types of viruses, including
RSV, flu and parainfluenza.”

High-risk groups, such as
young children, the elderly and
patients with chronic diseases,
were more likely to be infected
with influenza and RSV at the
same time, which could lead
to severe illness and higher
mortality, he said.
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Hong Kong healthcare and hospitals

Hong Kong / Health & Environment

Broader virus protection urged as
86% of Hong Kong toddlers yet to get
flu jabs

Experts urge public to get vaccinated against both
influenza and respiratory syncytial virus, citing higher
risk of co-infection among high-risk groups this winter
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Winona Cheung

aged six months to two years havereceived the fluvac- |

Flu expected to dedinein weeks ahead I ‘i

Flu activity is expected to gradually decline by the end
of this month or latest, early December. The drop may
be slower than the usual six to eight weeks due to cooler
weather, according torespiratory expert David Hui Shu-
cheong of the Chinese University.

On a radio program, Hui said Hong Kong entered
the summer flu season in late August and reached the
peak in mid-October.

Hui urged vulnerable groups to get vaccinated
promptly as the winter flu period is expected to start
between January and March next year.

Healso called on parents to vaccinate their children,
pointing out that only 14 percent of high-risk children

cine —a level too low to establish an effective immune
barrier. His comments followed at least 18 severe pae-
diatric influenza cases were recorded this summer, with

patients aged 11 months to 17 years old, including two ~ §

fatal cases.

Meanwhile, Hui highlighted that anew Covid vari-
ant, XFG, is circulating in the United States, Canada,
Europe, and the UK. Related cases were detected in
Hong Kong, accounting for 3.8 percent of infections.

Although the strain is highly transmissible, there is
no evidence that it causes more severe illnesses. Hui
cautioned that a wave of XFG-related infections could
emerge between January and March.

The Hong Kong Chinese Medical Association also

warned that as temperatures drop, respiratory viruses
are expected toremain active, particularly influenzaand
respiratory syncytial virus. High-risk groups — includ-
ing young children, the elderly, and patients with chron-
ic illnesses—face an increased risk of severe complica-
tions ifinfected with both viruses. The association urged
the public to receive flu and RSV vaccines.
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