
 

ALERT TO RESIDENTIAL CARE FACILITIES 

Increase in Outbreaks of Influenza 

 
The winter period corresponds with an increased risk of outbreaks of respiratory illness in residential 
care facilities (RCFs), including influenza.  Influenza outbreaks with elevated death rates among 
residents of RCFs have recently been reported from other jurisdictions.  This letter provides advice on 
measures for prevention and control of such outbreaks in RCFs, and a reminder of the relevant 
guidelines that can be accessed online.  
 
RCFs need to be able to promptly identify, investigate and manage suspected cases and outbreaks of 
influenza. 

An influenza outbreak in a RCF is defined as:  

 three or more linked cases of  influenza-like illness in residents or staff within a 72 hour 
period  

PLUS  

 at least one case with a positive laboratory test for influenza virus OR 

 at least two cases having a positive point-of-care test for influenza.  

 

Influenza-like illness (ILI) for RCFs is defined as: 

Sudden onset of symptoms, 

AND at least one of the following three respiratory symptoms: 

 cough (new or worsening) 

 sore throat 

 shortness of breath 

AND at least one of the following four systemic symptoms: 

 fever or feverishness  

 malaise 

 headache  

 myalgia. 
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KEY POINTS 

 Influenza outbreaks with elevated death rates among residents of residential 
care facilities (RCFs) have recently been reported from other jurisdictions.   

 Help prevent influenza outbreaks by ensuring all residents and staff are 
immunised with the 2017 influenza vaccine. It is not too late to do so. 

 Ensure all staff-members are familiar with state and national guidelines for 
managing influenza outbreaks in RCFs.  

 Prepare for outbreaks by ensuring that staff are aware of, and are able to 
implement, infection control measures to minimise the risk of 
transmission.     

 Please report all suspected or confirmed outbreaks to your local Public 

Health Unit. 



Preventing and managing influenza outbreaks 

Immunisation 

 All RCF residents and staff (target > 95% coverage) should be vaccinated against 
influenza. Annual vaccination is necessary to protect against the circulating seasonal strains 
of influenza. 

 Although the influenza season in Western Australia is underway, it has not yet reached its 
peak and vaccinating now will still be of benefit. 

 Unimmunised RCF staff, including both healthcare workers and support staff, place 
themselves and others at risk.  Once infected, they can transmit influenza to elderly or other 
vulnerable residents, and to their family.  Absenteeism of ill staff also presents risks for the 
RCF. 

 RCFs should keep a record of influenza vaccination status of all staff and residents to enable 
a risk assessment, should an influenza outbreak occur.   

 

Outbreak Response Guidance 

 Guidance is provided in the Guidelines for the Prevention, Control and Public Health 
Management of Influenza Outbreaks in Residential Care Facilities in Australia. See: 
www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/cdna-flu-guidelines.htm     

 The Influ-Info – Influenza Kit for Aged Care is a set of resources to assist RCFs to recognise 
and respond to an outbreak. See: https://agedcare.health.gov.au/publications-
articles/resources-learning-training/influ-info-influenza-kit-for-aged-care 

 Another useful reference is the Australian Guidelines for the Prevention and Control of 
Infection in Healthcare (2010). See: www.nhmrc.gov.au/node/30290     

 RCFs with suspected influenza illnesses should inform their infection control consultant and 
the local Population/Public Health Unit (PHU) to discuss the use of oseltamivir as a 
preventative and treatment measure. Contact details for your local PHU can be found at: 
http://healthywa.wa.gov.au/Articles/A_E/Contact-details-for-population-public-health-units. 

 If prompt access to oseltamivir is indicated, and RCFs are unable to source supplies in the 
private market, your local PHU staff can also assist you in accessing this medication from the 
State Government’s emergency cache, managed by the Department of Health’s Disaster 
Preparedness and Management Unit (DPMU), on a replacement or cost recovery basis.  
Details for accessing oseltamivir stocks to assist in controlling an influenza outbreak in an 
RCF are contained in Information Circular 0151/13 available at 
http://www.health.wa.gov.au/circularsnew/circular.cfm?Circ_ID=12975.  

 After hours and on weekends, assistance can be sought by calling the Health Department On-
Call Duty Officer at 9328 0553.   

 
 
Thank you for your ongoing efforts to protect residents and staff of RCFs in WA from influenza illness. 
 
Your sincerely, 
 
 

 
Dr Andrew Robertson 
A/CHIEF HEALTH OFFICER 
 
7 September 2017 
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