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Influenza virus. Credit: CDC, 2020.

New insights into the local transmission of
seasonal influenza may be valuable for planning
interventions to combat the spread of respiratory
diseases within cities, according to a study
published November 19, 2020 in the open-access
journal PLOS Pathogens by Nicola Müller and
Tanja Stadler of ETH Zürich, and colleagues. 

As shown with the current severe acute respiratory
syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) pandemic,
respiratory diseases can quickly spread around the
world. While it can be important to understand how
diseases spread globally, local spread is most
often the main driver of novel infections of 
respiratory diseases such as SARS-CoV-2 or 
influenza. In the absence of deep knowledge about
the important drivers of the local spread of SARS-
CoV-2, governments around the world have
resorted to closing down societies to reduce the
burden of coronavirus disease (COVID-19). Similar
to SARS-CoV-2, relatively little is known about the
local spread of seasonal influenza, even though it
annually infects a large portion of the global
population.

In this new study, researchers addressed this
question by collecting influenza samples and
demographic information from 663 patients at two
hospitals and various private practices in Basel,
Switzerland, during the 2016/2017 influenza

season. Genetic sequences of the influenza virus
revealed that hundreds of introductions into the city
drove the influenza season. Some evidence
suggested that transmission dynamics in Basel
may be associated with temperature. Moreover, the
elderly were to a large extent infected within their
own transmission network. In the remaining
transmission network, additional analyses
suggested that school-aged children likely played a
more central role in driving the local spread of
influenza than did preschool-aged children.
According to the authors, the findings may lead to
more streamlined, efficient public health
interventions to reduce the great societal burden
caused by the seasonal flu.

The authors conclude, "By allowing us to see how
individual cases are connected, genetic sequences
of influenza viruses isolated in Basel, Switzerland
showed us that influenza viruses were repeatedly
introduced into Basel from around the world within
a single season" 
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