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Influenza vaccine important for elderly, very young and high risk patients 
 

Heidelberg, Germany – This year it is more important than ever for people to roll up their 
sleeves and say yes to the flu shot, according to Col. Loren Erickson, Commander, US Army 
Center for Health Promotion and Preventive Medicine Europe.   
 
US military medical treatment facilities offer the vaccine free of charge to all beneficiaries.   
People should contact their local medical treatment facility for information on vaccination 
campaigns.  Additionally, the vaccine is available at military hospital emergency rooms, 24 
hours a day, seven days a week.   
 
Erickson said that medical surveillance data indicates the influenza virus is currently 
spreading through the United States and Europe.  At least 10 pediatric cases have been 
diagnosed at Landstuhl Regional Medical Center.  Already 23 children have died in the US 
from the disease.  The strain of influenza virus circulating is stronger than we’ve seen in the 
last five years.  The vaccine provides the best protection possible to prevent the influenza 
infection.  Because of the severity of this year’s flu strain, we are encouraging everyone to be 
immunized, especially people who are most likely to develop complications from an infection.  
Adults and children at highest risk include  those with chronic medical conditions such as 
immune deficiencies, chronic on-going health problems including asthma or other lung 
problems, kidney or heart disease and diabetes.  The vaccine is also recommended for 
people over 65 years old and for children 6-23 months. 
 
He added that the vaccine is also recommended for household members of people in these 
high risk groups as an added level of prevention.  Erickson said that getting vaccinated 
sooner rather than later is best since it takes about two weeks after receiving the vaccine for 
people to build up immunity against influenza.  People who have had a serious allergic 
reaction to eggs or people who have a history of Guillain-Barre Syndrome should consult 
with a doctor before getting the vaccine. 
 
According to Erickson, everyone who is eligible, including children and adolescents, should 
get vaccinated against the flu. “The influenza vaccine is available in Europe free of charge for 
all military health care beneficiaries including active duty service members and their family 
members, retirees and their family members, and DoD personnel and their families.  This 
year we are also making the vaccine available to host nation employees who work for the US 
military.” 
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2-2-2-2-2 Influenza vaccine 
 
“A common misconception is that the flu and the “common cold” are the same disease.  
They’re not.  About 40,000 people die as a result of influenza complications each year in the 
United States,” said Erickson.  “Many people confuse the common cold with influenza.  While 
a cold might give you a stuffy head and runny nose, a true case of influenza will put you in 
bed with a high fever, muscle aches and respiratory symptoms such as a cough.  It will 
cause you to lose time from away from work, your friends and your family.  It’s debilitating.” 
 
Erickson added that another common misconception is that the vaccine will cause the flu.  It 
can’t since vaccine does not contain a live virus. 
 
 
Protection against influenza is not just a family or personal issue.  “Protecting active duty 
service members against influenza is critical to military medical readiness,” said Col. Allen 
Kraft, Force Health Protection Director, Europe Regional Medical Command and US Army 
Europe.  “The influenza vaccine campaign plan is important and it is a priority for military 
leaders.  We must insure that each soldier is medically ready to complete his or her mission.  
A flu outbreak can be devastating to a unit.  The flu vaccination is our protection against that 
type devastation.” 
 
According to Kraft, active duty service members in the Central and European Command 
areas of operation are on track with the influenza vaccine schedule this season. “Initially, 
deployed service members received priority for the influenza vaccine in mid-October.  A few 
days later we began an aggressive campaign to vaccinate all other active duty service 
members and we expect to meet our January goal to have at least 95 percent or more of 
active duty soldiers in US Army Europe vaccinated against the flu.”  
 
Kraft said that vaccines are tracked through the Medical Protection System known more 
commonly as MEDPROS, a web-based program.  “This is an incredibly powerful tool for 
commanders.  Commanders and leaders, with just a few key strokes at their desk top 
computer, can access the influenza vaccination status, and in the very near future the entire 
21 elements of individual medical readiness of an entire unit or individual.  MEDPROS 
reflects individual medical readiness data including the status of vaccinations, DNA testing, 
HIV, dental, physical examinations etc.” 
 
“The influenza season in Europe occurs routinely between December and May, peaking 
around January.  This year, it seems to have started a few weeks earlier than normal,” Kraft 
said.  “We’re looking at possible epidemics in the United States and in Europe.  Some deaths 
have already occurred in the US.  We’ve already seen increased influenza cases in England, 
Spain, France and Portugal.  This means that it is only a matter of time before our US forces 
throughout Europe are exposed to this virus.  Also, we’re facing the holidays which means a 
lot of international travelers and subsequently an increase in the risk of flu transmission.  It’s 
important to get everyone vaccinated now.” 
 
He added that military commanders are working with local military treatment facilities to 
coordinate the vaccination of active duty service members.  Other beneficiaries should 
contact their local military hospital or clinic for information about receiving the influenza 
vaccine.  “A lot of our military medical treatment facilities are conducting general population 
vaccination campaigns at locations accessible to large numbers of beneficiaries, often at the 
PX, the commissary or other community centers,”  Kraft said.  “We’ve have enough vaccine 
for everyone and we’re trying to get this vaccine to people at times and places convenient for 
them.” 
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