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                               P R O C E E D I N G S

                                       - - -

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Hello, welcome to VA

                  Butler Brown Bag Lunch Chat.  I'm Cynthia

                  Closkey.  Our topic today is news about the

                  current flu season.  According to the Centers For

                  Disease Control and Prevention, influenza

                  activity is high across most of the United

                  States.

                               You can look around wherever you

                  are and see and hear coughing, sneezing,

                  sniffling noses and much worse or maybe you have

                  already been hit yourself.  What should we do

                  when we have the flu, what can we do to keep

                  ourselves healthy.  These are the questions that

                  are certainly bothering a lot of people and today

                  we are going to answer as many of them as we can.

                               I'm joined today by two people with

                  plenty of experience with the flu, Dr. Hardy Bang

                  and Sheila Howard.

                               Hello.

                               MS. HOWARD:  Hi.

                               DR. BANG:  Hello, how are you?
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                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Welcome.  Dr. Hardy

                  Bang is a board certified occupational medicine

                  physician and he serves as the employee and

                  occupational health and safety physician here at

                  VA Butler Healthcare.  He oversees the management

                  and direction of VA Butler's comprehensive

                  occupational health program.

                               Sheila Howard has been VA Butler

                  Healthcare's infection control specialist since

                  2007.  She has more than 20 years of health care

                  experience in both the private and public sector.

                               Maybe you can tell me each a little

                  bit about what you do here at the VA.

                               Dr. Bang?

                               DR. BANG:  Yes, as you just stated,

                  I am the occupational health and employee health

                  physician here.  So my main job here is to take

                  care of the employees as far as injuries and

                  illnesses and also to promote wellness and health

                  among the employees, as well.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Awesome.  How do you

                  get involved with influenza and the flu season

                  here?
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                               DR. BANG:  Well, I do provide the

                  flu vaccine to the employees.  There have been

                  blocks of times where I have scheduled for

                  employees to come to my office for the flu

                  vaccine and also they can call my office and

                  schedule quick appointments for the flu vaccine,

                  as well.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Great.  And, Sheila

                  Howard, how does your role play out here?

                               MS. HOWARD:  I provide a lot of the

                  education for staff and veterans and their

                  families.  I also monitor the actual incidence of

                  flu here.  So I track and trend the number of

                  tests that we do and the results.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay, awesome.  I

                  think we can start really at the very, very

                  basics.

                               What exactly is influenza?

                               DR. BANG:  Influenza is a

                  respiratory -- usually an upper respiratory

                  illness caused by a virus, which is the influenza

                  virus.  Oftentimes it can affect the respiratory

                  tract, including the nose, throat and lungs.
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                               It can cause mild to severe illness

                  and at times can lead to death, as well.  Mostly

                  in the elderly population, young children, those

                  who are immuno-compromised, those populations are

                  the ones who are at most risk for serious

                  complications of the flu.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So the flu versus

                  colds and other things, what is the difference?

                               DR. BANG:  Colds and flus are

                  similar in that they are usually caused by

                  viruses.  The flu is caused by specific viruses

                  that can be, again, more severe and tend to occur

                  seasonally, as well.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Whereas a cold you

                  could have any time?

                               DR. BANG:  True.  Colds you can

                  acquire at any time of the year.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So now understanding

                  that the activity is high across the U.S. right

                  now, what is the flu season typically here in the

                  United States?

                               MS. HOWARD:  Typically in the

                  United States the flu season is from late
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                  November through March; however, in the State of

                  Pennsylvania, our peak flu season is in February.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  That's interesting.

                  I wonder why it's so different here, maybe just

                  the latitude, we're a little higher up.

                               MS. HOWARD:  It's really not

                  different because the flu season is from November

                  through March, so the peak here is in February.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.  And so the

                  overall health impact, hospitals and places are

                  seeing the rise mostly then in February around

                  here?

                               MS. HOWARD:  Typically in

                  Pennsylvania, yes.  We have more cases of the flu

                  in this state in February.  However, there are

                  flu throughout November through May even.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  I know I myself

                  caught something in November, so I can totally

                  understand that being spread over that time.

                               The main way that it spreads, how

                  do you spread the flu, the virus?

                               DR. BANG:  Typically it is spread

                  from person to person in respiratory droplets
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                  through coughing and sneezing.  Less often you

                  can actually obtain it from touching a surface or

                  an object that actually contains the flu virus

                  and then after touching that surface touching

                  either your mouth, your nose, to spread it that

                  way.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Then what should we

                  be doing to prevent having the flu?

                               MS. HOWARD:  The No. 1 way to

                  prevent the flu, of course, is to get the

                  vaccine, also keeping yourself healthy, good hand

                  hygiene, good health habits, being well hydrated,

                  distancing yourself from others who have the flu

                  symptoms, also covering your cough or your sneeze

                  in your elbow so that you don't spread germs.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  The flu vaccine, how

                  effective is it?

                               DR. BANG:  Well it's not 100

                  percent effective, but it does protect you from

                  the strains that are included in the flu vaccine

                  for that year.  So it is effective in protecting

                  you in that way and also it can lessen the

                  severity of the flu symptoms if you do have the
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                  flu vaccine.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Are there different

                  kinds of flu vaccines or does the vaccine have

                  different -- are there different strains of flu,

                  I think, is what I'm trying to --

                               MS. HOWARD:  There are literally

                  hundreds of strains of flu.  Every year the CDC

                  assesses the most common strains and then the

                  vaccine for the following year is based on the

                  most common strains from the previous seasons.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Does the flu get sort

                  of stronger?  Is it harder for us to fight then

                  over time as we combat one and another one comes

                  along?  Do they evolve?

                               MS. HOWARD:  The flu strains?

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Uh-huh.

                               MS. HOWARD:  There are literally

                  hundreds of flu strains so there are different --

                  like there are Swine Flu strains and human

                  strains and Bird Flu strains and really they

                  identify more and more strains.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Okay.

                               MS. HOWARD:  So as we identify
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                  strains if they are in the area or common, then

                  those are the ones we use for the vaccine.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Very good.  Then you

                  talked about health, good hygiene and sort of

                  washing hands.  I'm noticing in different stores

                  they'll have -- as you walk in the door, they'll

                  have antibacterial things.  Is this part of what

                  you're also recommending?

                               DR. BANG:  Yes, the gels and the

                  hand sanitizers that are available are helpful in

                  preventing the spread of the flu, so it is

                  encouraged for people to use those types of hand

                  sanitizers.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Is that better or

                  worse than regular washing your hands with soap

                  and water?

                               MS. HOWARD:  The CDC says it's just

                  as good as soap and water.  Unless your hands are

                  visibly soiled, then you should use soap and

                  water.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure, sure.  If I'm

                  not mistaken, there are better ways to wash your

                  hands, too, to really do a good job with it,
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                  right?

                               MS. HOWARD:  That's true.  If you

                  follow CDC guidelines, moistening your hands,

                  getting your hands wet, applying the soap and

                  lathering for at least 15 seconds before you

                  rinse is a more effective method of hand hygiene,

                  hand washing.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Do you actually count

                  or sing a song or something?

                               MS. HOWARD:  We actually do count.

                  I teach hand hygiene here and I teach everyone to

                  develop their own method of getting to 15

                  seconds, whether it's singing or counting or

                  whatever.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  If it's something you

                  have to do several times a day, you may as well

                  make the most of it, I suppose.

                               So if someone has not managed to

                  avoid the flu, what do you do?  What are the best

                  ways to treat flu once you have succumbed?

                               DR. BANG:  Once you have the signs

                  and symptoms of the flu, it is a good idea to

                  follow up with your primary care provider to get
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                  assessed and evaluated and there are antiviral

                  medications that can be used to treat the flu

                  symptoms once they are diagnosed.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  How do you know when

                  it's worthwhile to go in?  Is it always worth

                  going to see your provider?

                               DR. BANG:  Basically you want to

                  monitor for symptoms such as fever, chills and

                  body aches.  I think the initial step is to

                  possibly call your primary care provider and let

                  them know what specific symptoms you are having

                  and based on that they can triage your symptoms

                  and direct you from there.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure, sure.  Then

                  since the flu spreads primarily through like the

                  coughing and sneezing, you probably shouldn't try

                  to tough it out and go into work anyway; is that

                  right?

                               MS. HOWARD:  No, you should not.

                  It is best to stay home because the flu is easily

                  spread.  So if you do have signs and symptoms of

                  the flu, you should stay at home and not expose

                  others to it.
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                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Right.  I'm wondering

                  here in the Butler area, what are we seeing this

                  season?  Has this been a particularly tough

                  season for us, like the rest of the U.S., or not

                  so bad?  Here at VA Butler, what are we seeing?

                               MS. HOWARD:  We have had a couple

                  of cases, several cases of flu, among the veteran

                  population.  We have caught them early.  We have

                  treated them.  To this point we've had no serious

                  complications among our veteran patients.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So kind of a win

                  then.

                               Do you think perhaps the flu

                  vaccine is in some ways responsible for our

                  having a better season than usual?

                               MS. HOWARD:  We have a very

                  aggressive flu campaign here.  We set up flu

                  clinics starting even in September.  We publicize

                  them and we really encourage the veterans to get

                  the flu vaccine.

                               We provide it here at the VA and we

                  also do clinics throughout the community at

                  different times, different locations.  So it's
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                  very, very available to the veterans.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure.  Are veterans

                  particularly vulnerable to something like

                  influenza?

                               MS. HOWARD:  I think it's based

                  more on age, the age of the person and their

                  basic health condition.  So if you're a young

                  healthy person, your risk might not be quite as

                  high as an elderly veteran who has other

                  illnesses or diseases.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So the VA as a whole

                  is protecting our veteran population in a number

                  of ways.  I think you talked a little bit -- you

                  started to talk about this.  So your advice would

                  be what, Dr. Bang, just to really cement that in

                  people's minds as they are listening here?

                               DR. BANG:  Basically it's important

                  to get protected from the flu virus and one of

                  the ways to do that is to get the flu vaccine and

                  here we provide that to veterans, to employees,

                  to staff; and that is to protect the individual

                  getting the vaccine, as well as protecting their

                  families at home to prevent spread and, of
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                  course, to protect the veterans here at the

                  Butler VA from getting the flu.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  What other things

                  does the VA do to promote care for the influenza?

                               MS. HOWARD:  One of the things we

                  focus on in our education is that we want the

                  staff to understand that they themselves could be

                  sick and carrying the flu virus, but they could

                  be carrying the flu virus but not be sick.  They

                  may not have any signs or symptoms themselves,

                  young, healthy, but they may also have the flu

                  virus that they can shed and, therefore, infect

                  not only co-workers but the veterans that we care

                  for.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Wow, that's sneaky of

                  the virus.  So what do you do then if you know

                  that's a possibility?

                               MS. HOWARD:  Well, we encourage the

                  vaccine, No. 1.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  I see.

                               MS. HOWARD:  Also, as soon as an

                  employee starts to have symptoms, we usually

                  refer them to Dr. Bang or to their private
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                  physician so that they can be assessed.

                               We also have masks available so

                  that if an employee is coughing, they can wear a

                  mask to protect the veterans from them.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Now, some people seem

                  to be very nervous about getting the flu vaccine

                  despite the usefulness of it.  Why is that?  What

                  are the fears that they have?

                               DR. BANG:  From what I have seen,

                  one of the main fears is that they are concerned

                  that they can actually get the flu from the

                  vaccine itself, which is not true.

                               The flu vaccine contains an

                  inactivated virus so basically you cannot

                  actually get the flu from the vaccine.

                               The side effects from the vaccine,

                  the most common side effect is some soreness or

                  redness at the injection site in the arm.

                  Sometimes you can also get some flu-like symptoms

                  that typically last for one to two days and then

                  resolve and they are not as severe as the actual

                  flu itself which some people interpret as the

                  flu.
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                               So that's probably the main thing

                  that I have seen people have as far as getting

                  the flu vaccine.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Are there any other

                  risks about it?  Can you have an allergy to it or

                  anything?

                               DR. BANG:  There are some select

                  people that may have allergies.  For example,

                  some people may have a severe egg allergy to egg

                  products, but, again, that is relatively rare.

                  Again, it has to be a severe allergy where people

                  have life-threatening anaphylactic type of

                  reactions.  Those are the contraindications

                  there.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So if you're talking

                  with your physician about getting the flu

                  vaccine, it could just -- if you do know that

                  you're allergic to something, you can share that.

                               DR. BANG:  That's correct, yes.

                  Oftentimes, the nurse or the physician will have

                  a list of questions or ask specific questions to

                  make sure there are no specific allergy issues.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Let's talk about the
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                  timing of this.  We talked about the season

                  starting in November and, of course, now we are

                  in February.  Is it too late to get a vaccine?

                               MS. HOWARD:  No, actually it is

                  not.  Influenza activity really remains high and

                  widespread across the nation.  The flu vaccine is

                  still available.  It takes about two weeks for

                  the antibodies to build up after the vaccine,

                  but, as we said, the flu season could last clear

                  into May so it's not too late to be vaccinated.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  It's well worth your

                  time.  And the vaccine, how long does it last?

                  If you get one this year, does it carry through

                  to next year?

                               MS. HOWARD:  According to the CDC,

                  the vaccine would last one complete flu season.

                  So if you get it in October or November, it will

                  carry you through until May.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So the stats that I

                  have here are from the Centers For Disease

                  Control, the CDC.  What's the VA's relationship

                  to the CDC?  How do they work together?

                               DR. BANG:  The CDC, which is the
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                  Centers For Disease Control, is I guess a federal

                  entity that provides information for illnesses

                  such as the flu and it provides lots of

                  information.  It provides studies that help to

                  track flu activity and, therefore, helps to

                  monitor the effects and as far as treatment, as

                  well, based on those studies that are provided by

                  the CDC.  So they are a great resource that we

                  use here at the VA along with many other medical

                  facilities.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Sure.  I think I have

                  seen some things on social media where people are

                  encouraged actually to treat -- if they are

                  feeling sick, treat their symptoms and some of

                  that data is used again in kind of tracking the

                  spread and the extent of different outbreaks of

                  things.  It's interesting how that works, but

                  it's really important for there to be this

                  coordinated effort as the CDC, I guess, is

                  putting together.

                               Dr. Bang, if people were to take

                  away one thought, what would you want people to

                  take away from this conversation?  What's the
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                  most important thing to you?

                               DR. BANG:  I think the most

                  important thing is prevention because, of course,

                  you can't treat the flu but ideally you would

                  like to prevent it from occurring in the first

                  place.

                               So that's why we talked about

                  things like the flu vaccine which is the one

                  thing that we stress here at the Butler VA.  So

                  getting the flu vaccine is simple, it's quick,

                  it's easy and it's provided here and also

                  provided at primary care providers' offices, as

                  well.

                               Of course, prevention also includes

                  the other things we talked about, hand hygiene

                  and maintaining your health overall and that

                  includes things like eating well, exercising and

                  getting enough sleep, all these kind of common

                  sense things that we try to educate our patients

                  on, not just regarding the flu, but in general

                  even not during the flu season you want to do

                  these things, but they become especially

                  important during the flu season so that you can
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                  try to maintain your health to prevent from

                  getting sick.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Reduce your

                  vulnerability.

                               DR. BANG:  That's correct.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  And, Sheila, what

                  kind of things would you like people to carry

                  away?

                               MS. HOWARD:  I think I would like

                  people to understand that they can carry the flu

                  virus without themselves being sick.  A lot of

                  people will tell you they have never had the flu,

                  but they still could carry that virus and expose

                  others to it.

                               When you are in health care and

                  you're taking care of more vulnerable people, the

                  elderly or the sick, if they are exposed to the

                  flu, they will have worse or more severe

                  repercussions and symptoms from the virus.

                               MS. CLOSKEY:  Right.  So these kind

                  of techniques are important no matter whether you

                  think you are having a little sniffle or not.

                               MS. HOWARD:  Exactly.
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                               MS. CLOSKEY:  So it's just part of

                  being a good citizen really.  Well, fantastic.  I

                  think this is really valuable information and so

                  I feel like I need to wash my hands right now.

                               Folks, talk to your health care

                  provider about your flu shot today and how to

                  protect yourself and those you love from the flu.

                               You can find more information about

                  the flu vaccine by asking a member of your

                  personal care team today.  Call them at

                  724-287-4781.  If you need an 800 number, that

                  would be 800-362-8262.

                               We have some information actually

                  ongoing on our social media, as well, about the

                  flu and other health information.  You can find

                  things out on our Facebook page.  There is a link

                  there right now, for example, talking about an

                  advice line that is provided by the government.

                  That's at

                  www.publichealth.va.gov/apps/fluassessment.  Just

                  go to our Facebook page and you'll find it.  Our

                  Facebook page is Facebook.com/vabutlerpa.

                               Then on Twitter, go ahead and
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                  follow us there, as well.  We're putting useful

                  tips like this there.  Our Twitter page is

                  Twitter.com/vabutlerpa.

                               Of course, you can also come to our

                  regular website, www.butler.va.gov and you'll

                  find all sorts of useful information as we are

                  working to make lives better every day for

                  America's veterans.

                               Check in with us, please, next

                  month.  We'll be back again on the first Thursday

                  of March.  That's March 7.  We'll be talking then

                  about Vocational Rehabilitation, Job Assistance

                  With the Housing First Action Plan.  That will be

                  our talk.  That will be available online by noon

                  on March 7.

                               We look forward to seeing you then.

                  Thanks so much, Sheila Howard and Dr. Bang, for

                  coming in and talking with us today.

                               MS. HOWARD:  Thank you.

                               DR. BANG:  Thank you.

                             (End of audio recording.)
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