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INTRODUCTION

Two events dominated the year 2001. Firstly, our Manager, Bill Cobb retired and there was a
long interval before he was replaced by Rachel Chapman. Rachel Chapman holds a
doctorate in pharmacy and she has been appointed as a primary care scientist jointly between
the Royal College of General Practitioners and the Public Health Laboratory Service (PHLS).
Together with our links with the PHLS via Dr Gillian Smith, we hope this appointment paves
the way for an increasingly fruitful collaboration. Secondly, we had a major upgrading of
our computer programming in part financed by the PHLS. This upgrading has increased our
capacity to interrogate the database. We have now just completed the task of entering all our
historical data at practice level on to the new computer system.

In the past, we have underestimated the importance of updating computer facilities but it is
clear already that this aspect of the work needs to be reconsidered at regular intervals.
However, it has a downside as we become increasingly dependent on the facilities made
available. From our perspective, the downside has been more on the dependence on the
electronic transmission facility than on the data handling, both in the practices and in the
network. Most practices are now entering the data directly in the consulting room and there
are no delays in initial collection. The automated transfer procedure is not so reliable and
often involves repeated transfer. In spite of these difficulties we have managed to achieve
our target of a population of 500,000 persons for the provisional report on each Wednesday.
The second report (Friday) has been sustained though based on a slightly smaller population.

The website has been updated throughout the year with the weekly incidence data, though
some of the more detailed material has been deferred since Bill Cobb’s retirement.
Currently, we are negotiating with the Communicable Disease Surveillance Centre at PHLS
to present more detailed information on the PHLS website each week.

Though the data are used mainly by the Department of Health, they are also made available
to the Met Office to assist with their ‘health weather’ forecasting programme; to the
European Sentinel Surveillance programme providing international comparative data on
influenza; and to the Communicable Disease Surveillance Centre (CDSC) providing
information on a wider range of issues. Since the World Trade Centre incident in September
2001, we have provided data on what we have called ‘Alert Conditions’ to the CDSC and to
the Department of Health. This provision illustrates the value of an organised and structured
data capture programme to respond in time to immediate needs, The Unit has been actively
involved in the preparation and planning for a possible influenza pandemic and it is for
situations such as this, that good information systems need to be in place in advance rather
than afterwards.

We have continued to place high value on the integrated surveillance programme for
influenza in which 15 of our practices are involved, collecting swabs on a routine basis. We
believe that this is the model for future work enhancing the value of the service with
laboratory based data for a wide range of pathogens

On the financial front we have been given assurances for the next three years provided no
cost increases are envisaged. ~ Since we have functioned without any increased funding over



the last ten years, we feel rather aggrieved on behalf of the practices but we are living in a
financial world in which lip service to the need for surveillance is not matched by resources
appropriate to providing a high quality service.

Once again, in this reflection on the year it is appropriate to acknowledge the work of all the
staff at the Birmingham Unit but in particular to single out Michele Barley who, fortunately for
us, has expanded her computer skills to keep pace with our requirements. We do take the
opportunity of acknowledging the goodwill and support of computer software companies,
particularly we would mention David Stables of EMIS and Jon Rogers of TOREX.

PRACTICES AND POPULATION
During 2001, a total of 77 practices contributed and these are indicated on the map (figure 1).
These were distributed by computer system as follows: Emis — 33; Torex Meditel System 5 —

13; Torex medical System 6000 — 16; In Practice Systems —~ 9; and Torex GP Premier — 6.

Figure 1:  Sentinel Practice Sites

The practices included 651,289 registered patients (middle of year population) and their age and
gender is compared with the national population for England and Wales (ONS data) in table 1.
The practices were regionally representative by age and gender of the national population.
Distribution in the supra regional groups, north, central and south is also shown in the table.
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Table 1:

NORTH

CENTRAL

SOUTH

TOTAL WRS

CENUS POP
(Mid 2000)

Weekly Returns Service population midpoint 2001

Male
%
Female
%
Total
%
Male
%
Female
%
Total
%
Male
%
Female
%
Total
%
Male
%
Female
%
Total
%
Male
%
Female
%
Total
%

80671
49.0
83927
51.0
164598
100.0
128844
49.6
130859
504
259703
100.0
111835
49.3
115133
50.7
226968
100.0
321350
493
329939
50.7
651289
100.0
26142300
49.4
26801000
50.6
52943300
100.0

<1
850
0.5
786
0.5
1636
1.0
1268
0.5
1263
0.5
2531
1.0
1144
0.5
1133
0.5
2277
1.0
3262
0.5
3182
0.5
6444
1.0
312100
0.6
297300
0.6
609300
1.2

1-4
3339
24
3699
22
7588
4.6
6226
24
5839
22
12065
4.6
5525
24
5294
2.3
10819
4.8
15640
24
14832
2.3
30472
4.7
1311100
25
1247800
2.4
2558900
4.8

5-14
11028
6.7
10534
6.4
21562
13.1
16716
6.4
16139
6.2
32855
12.7
15384
6.8
14490
6.4
29874
13.2
43128
6.6
41163
6.3
84291
12.9
3507000
6.6
3329700
6.3
6836700
12.9

15-24
9506
5.8
0238
5.6
18744
114
16587
6.4
16124
6.2
32711
12.6
12907
5.7
12653
5.6
25560
11.3
39000
6.0
38015
5.8
77015
11.8

25-44
24657
15.0
24341
14.8
48998
29.8
39094
15.1
37589
14.5
76683
29.5
34252
15.1
33958
15.0
68210
30.1
98003
15.0
95888
14.7
193891
29.8

3271500 8109000

6.2

15.3

3094200 7757100

5.8

14.7

6365800 15866200

12.0

30.0

45-64
20293
12.3
20661
12.6
40954
24.9
32429
12.5
31390
21
63819
24.6
27776
12:2
27478
12.1
55254
243
80498
12.4
79529
12.2
160027
24.6
6164000
11.6
6234100
11.6
12398100
234

65-74
6335
3.8
7311
4.4
13646
8.3
9632
3.9
10664
4.1
20296
7.8
8635
3.8
9426
4.2
18061
8.0
24602
3.8
27421
4.2
52023
8.0
2036000
3.8
2319600
44
4355600
3.2

75+
4113
2.5
7357
4.5
11470
7.0
6892
2.7
11851
4.6
18743
7.2
6212
2.7
10701
4.7
16913
7.5
17217
2.6
29909
4.6
47126
7.2
1431600
2.7
2521300
4.8
3952900
1.5

In table 2 we provide information on representation by health authorities. We have continued to
provide a service to West Midlands based on 18 practices and a population of 169,127.

Table 2:

Health Authority Representation: % of total and WRS population

Northern & Yorkshire

Trent
Eastern

London

South East
South West
West Midlands
North West

Wales
Total

1.4
1.4
1.2
0.5
1.1
1.8
1.7
1.2
1.3
1:2

Total
91327
71071
64130
36323
92104
88524
91804
78797
37209
651289

Male
44837
34974
31876
17599
45491
43798
45510
38642
18628
321350

Female
46490
36097
32254
18724
46613
44726
46294
40155
18586
329939



PRACTICE REPORTING

At the end of the year, the population under surveillance was 651,289, The number of persons
on which the standard weekly report was based is summarised on the graph (Figure 2). The
report made on a Wednesday of each week is essentially a provisional weekly report covering
the seven day period ending the preceding Sunday. We update this report on the following
Monday and that population size is presented as the final weekly figure on this graph and as the
published figure in all the summary tables presented in the appendices. There are unavoidable
gaps between the population of the Wednesday and subsequent Monday reports. These relate
chiefly to failures in the procedures for electronic data transfer. In addition to the standard
weekly report on Wednesday, we have over the last two years produced a second weekly report
on Friday, especially in order to give an updated position on the situation for influenza and
respiratory diseases.

Iigure 2: Population on which Provisional and Final weekly reports were based, compared
with total available population

Population
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Consistency of reporting each week in the 77 practices is assessed in table 3. Forty practices
provided data for 50 weeks or more which was a reduction on the equivalent number from the
previous year. This difficulty has arisen because of the problems faced in the practices with
networking facilities. During the course of the year we were involved in using RACAL, the
NHSNet and email in transferring data but we have been increasingly transferring over to the
NHSNet in the interest of data security. However, our experience with NHSNet has not been as
reliable as we had expected. We have also found that computerised upgrading of practice
software has presented us with continuing problems. Practices whose systems are upgraded have
commonly found that the procedure has interfered with their facility to transmit the data through
the established extraction routine. Hopefully with the collaboration of the computer software
houses, we can see a reduction in these problems but with the ever increasing range of software
provided and its greater sophistication, there is an increasing danger that practices will commit
themselves to a software which has not been thoroughly tested with the Weekly Returns Service
programme.
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Altogether there were 372 principal general practitioners contributing to the network. During
the course of the year we routinely provided data on the number of practices reporting each
week but also, for some purposes (particularly for the European Influenza Sentinel Surveillance
Programme), the number of general practitioners reporting each week.

Table 3: Practices and principals by the number of weeks in which data were received
Practices Principals <34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-52
North 22 (95) 4 (16) 0 (O 1 () 6 (21) 11 (52)
Central 27 (145) 527 I 2 (14) 4 a7 15 (80)
South 28 (132) 1 @) 2 9 3 (10) 8 (3%) 14 (71)
Total 77 (372) 10 (47) 3 (16) 6 (30) 18 (76) 40 (203)
DATA PRESENTATION

The main presentation of results in this report follows that in previous reports and was
summarised in the annual report for the year 2000. Appendix 1 contains the time period
definitions for the weeks, the quarterly periods, the annual period and the mean weekly
population by age and gender. Appendix 2 summarises annual data for the diseases which have
been reported for twenty-five years or more in the WRS. Each table in the appendices includes
information on the mean weekly incidence over thirteen four-weekly periods, four quarterly
periods and the total year. Also included are the number of episodes (categorised first or new)
and the number of consultations reported within each age and gender group. Separate data are
available for males and females covering the age range less than 1 year, 1-4 years, 5-14 years,
15-24 years, 25-44 years, 45-64 years, 65-74 years and 75 years and over. Appendix 3 presents
regional data and population for these regions (North, Central and South) for common diseases
included in Appendix 2. These data are restricted to quarterly and annual periods but are
otherwise presented in the same detail as those in Appendix 2. The separation into regions
North, Central and South distinguishes the country north of a line between Liverpool and Hull
and south of a line between Bristol and Ipswich.

Appendix 4 provides an analysis of selected discases illustrating the capacity of the Weekly
Returns Service to deliver information on any specified disease. Those selected span a wide
range of disorders and a wide range of disease prevalence. They are presented in ICD order.

A main theme of the annual report this year focuses on a comparison between disease incidence
in the age groups less than 1 year (infants) and 1-4 years (preschool children); and in the age
groups 65-74 years and 75 years and over. The automation of data transfer involves continuous
weekly updating of the denominator in each age and gender group. The denominator count is
the number of registered patients on the middle day in the recording period (i.e. Thursday on a
Monday to Sunday based week) who fell into the respective age groups. By collecting data
weekly in this way we are able to define the denominator very accurately. This is particularly
important in the context of epidemiology in infants and provides a rare opportunity to estimate
disease incidence in that age group.



Automated data transfer includes counts of consultations as well as episodes. The specification
for data extraction counts persons once within any individual Read Code. A proper appreciation
of the counting procedure needs a clear understanding of the use of episode typing. The count is
made prioritising First, then New, then Ongoing episode/consultations,

A FIRST consultation applies to a first diagnosis of a particular condition in an individual. If
the diagnosis was initially made in a practice where a patient has been previously registered, it is
not a first episode. If however, it has been made elsewhere — for example in a specialist clinic,
there is still a ‘First’ consultation in the practice and this is included as a first episode. The
NEW episode type is applied if the patient experiences a new episode of an illness experienced
previously and thus, for conditions such as respiratory tract infections, there are comparatively
few ‘firsts’ and large numbers of ‘new’ episodes. For a semi-continuous condition with
exacerbations, (e.g. asthma) type ‘new’ is applied when the patient consults with a new
exacerbation of illness or when the illness is out of control. The ONGOING consultation
covers follow-up consultations. The sum of “first’ and ‘new’ and ‘ongoing’ is the count of
persons consulting during a week, the sum of ‘F’ and ‘N’ is the count of persons with a new
episode of disease (first, ever and recurrent). We describe the sum of persons consulting in each
of the 52 weeks as the annual number of consultations though technically repeat consultations in
the same week are not included and thus the consultation estimate is a slight under-estimate
overall. This point applies particularly to infants where any follow-up needed is commonly
within the same week as the original consultation.

DISEASE INCIDENCE - ALL AGES

In table 4, the mean weekly incidence in each year (1994-2001) is given for diseases routinely
reported over many years (Appendix 2) and for selected diseases included in Appendix 4. The
bulk of the table is presented alphabetically; incidence in each of the nine conditions reported
from Appendix 4 is summarised at the foot of the table. Brief comments follow on trends in
incidence.

j



Table 4:  Mean weekly incidence (per 100,000 all ages) 1994—2001
DISEASE CODE 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
Acute Appendicitis 0.94 0.88 0.78 0.69 0.61 0.51 0.53 0.45
Asthma 49.17 40.25 38.191 38.53| 3595 31.99] 31.19 27.61
Bronchitis (acute) 159.36| 16622 14685 155.19] 131.13] 12639 117.75 117.35
Cerebro-vascular Accident 3.21 243 273 2.73 2.55 2.56 2.64 2.46
Chickenpox 11.00 9.34 11.48 9.35 8.76 6.88 7.99 6.53
Common Cold 206.85| 218.61 190.84 | 184.15] 176.33 146,37 | 120.95 120.54
Diabetes 6.31 5.95 6.12 6.77 7.97 8.55 8.68 9.75
Duodenal Ulcer 2,11 1.63 1.31 1.03 0.88 0.94 0.72 0.62
Gastric Ulcer 0.52 0.44 0.38 0.37 0.39 041 0.36 0.39
Hand, Foot & Mouth Disease 298 0.84 1.80 1.06 149 1.67 1.01 1.19
Hayfever/Allergic Rhinitis 35.17 31.13 20,74 26,53 27.12 30.94 2035 2647
Hepatitis (viral) 0.21 0.13 0.20 0.11 0.11 0.05 0.17 0.15
Herpes Zoster 7.15 7.60 6.98 7.35 7.57 7.46 7.13 7.09
Hodgkins Disease 0.08 0.04 0.04 0.05 0.02 0.05 0.04 0.02
Infectious Intestinal Discase 59.68 56.13 55941 4652 4097 37.84] 3593 30.84
Influenza/Flu-Like Tllness 22.25 52.66 2092 | 3994| 2832 33.74| 2267 19.29
Laryngitis & Tracheitis 23.95 27.03 22,75 22.57 20.61 17.38 13.31 14.36
Leukaemia (acute) 0.17 0.14 0.21 0.23 0.21 0.15 0.12 0.11
Measles 0.76 0.30 0.28 0.16 0.10 0.06 0.05 0.05
Meningitis/Encephalitis 0.33 0.25 027 0.31 0.28 0.27 027 0.24
Mononucleosis (Infectious) 1.29 1.21 1.26 1.04 0.98 1.02 0.84 0.81
Multiple Sclerosis 0.35 0.27 0.27 0.31 0.45 0.49 0.39 0.35
Mumps 0.47 0.32 0.24 0.31 0.18 0.24 0.27 0.16
Myocardial Infarction (acute) 320 279 252 2.06 2.06 1.47 1.57 1.28
Myxoedema 292 296 3.50 3.68 4.50 4.80 5.00 4.70
Otitis Media (Acute) 87.56 83.72 78201 77.01 66.40 54.18) 48.14 46.77
Pleurisy 2.44 2.39 223 235 2.05 2.03 1.81 1.44
Pneumonia & Pneumonitis 346 3.62 3.19 3.69 3.73 3.15 246 223
Rheumatoid Arthritis 1.39 1.28 1.35 1.40 1.68 1.89 1.66 1.49
Rubella 0.62 0.59 0.61 0.23 0.25 0.18 0.07 0.07
Scabies 7.54 7.06 749 731 8.07 853 9.4 6.83
Strep.Sore Thrt-Scarlatina & Peritonsillar Abscess 1.81 1.72 1.62 1.36 1.39 1.55 1.44 1.30
Sinusitis (acute) 48.88 51.07 48.35| 46.55| 39.16 3438 3241 32.54
Spontaneous Abortion (female 15-44) 10.66 10.47 12,77 10.81 10.80 8.12 9.12 8.10
Thyrotoxicosis 1.11 0.99 0.92 1.09 1.24 1.18 0.98 1.09
Tonsillitis/Sore Throat 14578 | 143.10] 14243| 13225| 112,79 106.23 95.73 90.49
Whooping Cough 0.19 0.13 041 0.51 0.20 0.12 0.09 0.10
Tinea 27.60 27.58 2563 2590( 26.70 26.66 | 26.80 26.81
Threadworms 5.97 5.47 4.99 4.55 3.65 3.09 2.80 2.18
Carcinoma of Female Breast 291 2.65 2.76 298 274 231 2,04 1.95
Gout 6.72 6.03 5.84 6.31 6.58 6.25 6.22 6.08
Mental Disorder (Depression) 28.83 30.20 34.26| 34.74] 34.10 30,02 26.82 24.74
Heart Failure 10.85 8.04 8.24 7.72 7.63 7.08 6.57 5.29
Urinary Tract Infections 67.65 69.05 7345 71.07| 66.65 63.51| 61.23 57.30
Eczema 27.66 24.58 25.69 2293 23.57 22.46 21.17 20.66
Psoriagis 7.69 7.16 6.80 7.17 7.39 6.51 6.57 6.02
7




Acute appendicitis — for some years we have drawn attention to the declining incidence of acute
appendicitis which continues this year. Incidence is maximal in the age groups 5-14 and 15-24
years.

Asthﬁza — once again, the incidence of asthma episodes has fallen. It is now almost half that in
1994

Bronchitis (acute) — mean weekly incidence of acute bronchitis has fallen by about 20% over
the last 7 years though the rate for 2001 was similar to that in the year 2000.

Cerebro-vascular accident —

Chickenpox — the incidence of chickenpox shows considerable variation from one year to
another, though it is seasonally consistent with peak incidence in late spring and early summer.
Incidence in 2001 was 60% of that in 1994,

Common cold — like acute bronchitis incidence in recent years is considerably less than that in
the mid-nineties.

Diabetes — incidence reported in the WRS shows small increases each year. Mean weekly
incidence of 9 per 100,000 is equivalent to approximately 4.5 per 1,000 population per year.
We believe this figure may be slightly inflated because of difficulties with computer based
information systems where new programmes are commonly introduced. For a recording system
such as the WRS there is a danger of entering information as a new episode when a new system
or programme is used.

Duodenal ulcer — incidence remains at one third the level of 1994 and is almost twice as high in
males as in females.

Gastric ulcer — incidence is similar in both sexes. The incidence in males is approximately half
that for duodenal ulcer whereas that for females is similar.

Hand Foot and Mouth disease — there has not been any substantial outbreak of Hand Foot and
Mouth disease for several years.

Hay fever/allergic rhinitis —

Hepatitis (viral) — incidence is now much less than 25 years ago.

Herpes zoster — incidence of 7.1 per 100,000 per week (equivalent to 360 per 100,000
population per year) remains remarkably consistent.

Hodgkin’s disease —

Infectious intestinal disease — the incidence of infectious intestinal disease is now half that
reported in 1994. About 30% of cases occur in children under 5 years.

Influenza-like illness — there was very little influenza activity in 2001.

Laryngitis/tracheitis (acute) — decreased incidence comparable with acute bronchitis and
common cold.

Leukaemia —

Mononucleosis (infectious) — incidence remains much lower than 10 years ago and is similar in
both sexes.

Multiple sclerosis —

Mumps —
Acute myocardial infarction — incidence has declined gradually over many years and in the last
5 years it has fallen by half.

Myxoedema — the incidence of myxoedema has increased over the last 7 years. The much
increased use of TSH estimation has perhaps prompted earlier diagnosis.
Acute otitis media — incidence has reduced in line with that for common cold and other
respiratory infections.
Pleurisy —

Preumonia —

Rheumatoid arthritis —

: I
.
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Rubella — rubella is now diagnosed very rarely.
Scabies ~ after 5 years of increasing incidence there was a reduction in 2001.

Scarlet fever —

Sinusitis (acute) — incidence has fallen along with other respiratory infections.
Spontaneous abortion —

Thyrotoxicosis —

Tonsillitis/sore throat — a declining incidence similar to that reported for most respiratory
infections.

Whooping cough — the reported incidence remains low though we have previously drawn
attention to the existing appearance of this disorder 2.

Comments on the data consolidated in the presentation of Appendix 4, follow and are presented
in ICD order. (Annual incidence of some of these conditions are summarised in table 4.)

Tuberculosis — the incidence of tuberculosis is marginally increased compared with 2000 though
this result is based on small numbers. This result is consistent with national notifications.
Erysipelas —

Herpes simplex —

Gout — the incidence of gout presenting to general practitioners has changed very little over
recent years.

Non-specific uthretitis —

Tinea — the incidence of tinea presented to general practitioners has been remarkably constant
over the last years.

Threadworms —

Trichomonas vaginalis —

Pediculosis — incidence is less than in the year 2000.

Sarcoidosis —

Carcinoma of female breast —

Carcinoma prostate —

Mental Disorder (Depression) ~ incidence has remained constant over recent years though the
expansion of Read codes in this area, embodying the major classification revision between ICD9
and ICD10 limits comparison.

Disorders of the conjunctiva —

Otitis externa —

Heart failure — there has been a steady reduction in the reported incidence of heart failure in the
last 8 years which is comparable in magnitude with that reported for acute myocardial
infarction.

Phlebitis and Thrombophlebitis — the incidence rate has been reasonably constant in recent
years. It is interesting to note an all age rate in females which is twice that in males and evident
in all age groups considered separately.

Non infective enteritis — the incidence of conditions within this ICD group has been fairly
constant over recent years with slightly higher rates in females compared with males.

Abscess of anal and perianal region — problems with perianal infections are consistently
reported more commonly in males.

Glomerulonephritis — this is an infrequent condition that is reported more commonly in males. -
Urinary tract infection — the incidence of urinary tract infection is about 6 times more common



in females than in males. Rates have varied slightly over the years but there is no evidence of
trend.

Prostatitis —

Orchitis —

Female pelvic inflammatory disease —

Skin and subcutaneous tissue —

Eczema —

Pityriasis Rosea —

Psoriasis — a small downward trend in new episodes of psoriasis is evident when comparing
data over recent years.

Dorsopathies — the section on dorsopathies has been expanded a little to further illustrate the
potential of the WRS to provide data on issues of importance. In this case the economic
impact of back problems is particularly significant becanse of absence from work.

Dorsopathies include a group of ICD9 codes (720-724) embracing Ankylosing spondylitis (ICD
720), spondylosis and allied disorders (721), intervertebral disc disorders (722), other disorders
of the cervical region (723), other and unspecified disorders of the back (724).

The numbers of consultations and episodes for each condition and for the combined group of
conditions is given in table 5 for the year 2001, separately for males and females.

Table 5:  Number of consultations and episodes by ICD coded conditions

Consultations First and New Episodes

males females males  females

ICD720 Ankylosing spondylitis 364 322 106 152
721 Spondylosis and allied disorders 2236 3202 881 1267
722 Intervertebral disc disorders 889 083 134 196
723 Other disorders of the cervical region 3445 5894 2125 3602
724 Other and unspecified disorders of the back 14769 19609 7742 10468
720-724 Dorsopathies 21282 29441 11018 15665

The numbers of episodes recorded in the combined dorsopathy group is slightly less than the
total of the four groups individually because some people have more than one condition. There
are more consultations and episodes in females than males. The relationship of consultations to
episodes for the combined group was 1.93 in males and 1.88 in females - values very similar
to those seen in the years 1999 and 2000.
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Age specific data for the combined group of dorsopathies in the year 2001 (figure 3) shows
the excess in females is evident in all age groups and increasing incidence with age up to 75

years.

Figure 3: Mean weekly incidence (per 100,000) of dorsopathies by age (2001)
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Weekly incidence (all ages) for the combined group of diseases over the last three years,
shows remarkable consistency (figure 4). Only in week 52 was there any substantial
difference in presentation with back problems. Cynics who believe back pain might be used
to exploit sick leave, might have expected increased consultation frequency over Bank

holiday periods, but this was not seen.

Figure 4: Incidence (per 100,000) of dorsopathies each week 1999, 2000, 2001
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DISEASE INCIDENCE IN CHILDREN
The mean weekly population in each year and in each age/gender group is given in table 6.

Table 6:  Mean weekly population of children in each year and in each age/gender group

Age 1594 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
<1 Males 2012 1932 2141 2539 2453 2931 2933 2866
Females 1962 1849 2062 2364 2345 2820 2856 2796
1-4 Males 9944 9647 10471 11489 11463 13358 13929 13773
Females 9388 9148 9852 10877 10781 12692 13284 13051

In the figures which follow, incidence is presented as the mean weekly rate per 100,000. A
mean weekly rate of 1,913 per 100,000 population in 2001 (figure 5) is derived from 2,850
incident cases age less than one year in males (average 55 per week) for Upper Respiratory
Tract Infection: the mean weekly rate of 36 per 100,000 for females age 1-4 with Molluscum
Contagiosum (figure 11) is derived from 243 incident cases (average 5 per week). The first
series of figures (5-16) compares the incidence of twelve diseases/groups of diseases in males
and female infants with the incidence in preschool children. For each condition reported, there
are two figures describing the secular trend (on the left) over the eight years 1994 to 2001, and
the seasonal trend (on the right) averaged over the eight years and described in thirteen four-
weekly periods making up the fifty-two week year. The mean weekly incidence per 100,000 is
described in each of the figures.

Respiratory and related disorders

The first set of figures report mean weekly incidence for the sum total of upper respiratory tract
infections (URTI, figure 5); for lower respiratory tract infections (LRTI, figure 6); for acute
otitis media (figure 7); and for asthma (figure 8). The following observations are relevant.

1. There is a declining incidence over the eight years of both URTI and LRTI. This
phenomenon is similarly evident in each gender and age group.

2. There is a broad similarity in the seasonal incidence of URTI and LRTI with peaks in
winter and troughs in summer (period 9 covers mid August to mid September). The
incidence of URTI rises sharply in period 10 (mid September to mid October.)

3. The incidence of both URTI and LRTI in infants is higher in males than in females but
the relative difference is greater for LRTI. In preschool children, incidence is similar in
both males and females.

4. The data for otitis media shows similar incidence in both males and females in both age
groups. However, in infants there is a male excess in the earlier years.

5. There has been a declining trend in the incidence of asthma since 1994,
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Figure 5: Upper respiratory tract infection
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The incidence of asthma is reported more frequently in preschool children than in infants.

7. There is a striking and consistent increased incidence of asthma in males over females in
both infants and preschool children in each year reported.

8. The incidence of asthma shows considerable seasonal variation with maximal incidence

in period 12 (November — December). The pattern of incidence shows peaks and troughs

roughly coterminous with school half term periods.

Other disorders

Candidiasis—incidence in infants is about five times that in preschool children (figure 9).
Incidence in females is slightly greater than in males. During the eight year period there has
been a decline in incidence in young children. Perhaps the reduced incidence of respiratory tract
infections and a reduced likelihood of antibiotic administration is relevant. There is no obvious
seasonal trend.

Eezema — the incidence of eczema is greater in infants than in preschool children (figure 10).
Incidence is about two to three times that of candidiasis but the secular trends are similar- a
slight female excess is just about recognisable.

Molluscum contagiosum — incidence has increased over recent years and is much greater in
preschool children than in infants (figure 11). There are no seasonal trends.

Scabies — there are no clearly discernible secular or seasonal trends (figure 12). Incidence rates
are generally less than those for molluscum contagiosum.
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Figure 9: Candidiasis

400 =

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1959 2000 2001

Figure 10: Eczema

800 g
600
400

200

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001

Figure 11: Molluscum Contagiosum
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Infectious intestinal disease (IID) — the incidence of IID is virtually identical in male and female
children in both age groups (figure 13). The incidence in infants is about twice that in preschool
children, and in both age groups, it has been declining since 1994. There is a clear seasonal
trend of increased incidence especially in infants, peaking around the third four-week period of
the year and a further slight increase towards the end of the year. Much increased incidence in
infants relative to preschool children and the clear seasonal pattern suggest that this is a viral
epidemic disease and not a disease contracted by food contamination. The declining incidence
seen in these conditions is similar to the declining incidence seen in respiratory tract infections
which are also largely airborne viral respiratory diseases.

Chickenpox — incidence in infants is now almost as high as incidence in preschool children
(figure 14). Incidence is similar in both sexes and varies little from year-to-year. We have
previously reported a changing incidence in children 0-4 and 5-14 years®. At that time we did
not have adequate data available to report on the incidence in children less than 1 year and it is
of considerable interest to note that the incidence in this age group is so high. There is a very
clear seasonal pattern displayed in the graph with much greater incidence in the first half of the
year than in the second.

Disorders of the comjunctiva — (predominantly acute conjunctivitis). Incidence in infants is
three times that in preschool children, similar in both sexes and shows a seasonal pattern
peaking in winter and much less in summer (figure 15).  This pattern is much more typical of
respiratory infections than of an allergic condition. There is no particular peak reported through
iz2 hay fever season.

Hand, foot and mouth disease — hand foot and mouth disease shows considerable secular

variation (figure 16 ). The incidence in infants is in general, roughly about half that in preschool
children.
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Figure 13: Infectious intestinal disease
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DISEASE INCIDENCE IN THE ELDERLY

The mean weekly population on which the data reported are based is summarised for each year
in table 7.

Table 7. Mean weekly population of the elderly in each year and in each age/gender group

Age 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
65-74 Males 13879 13649 14634 17012 17533 20675 21605 21692
Females 16593 16009 17019 19303 19732 23298 24224 24236
75+ Males 7789 8003 8890 10570 11350 13999 14896 15214
Females 15008 15121 16783 19734 20833 25093 26204 26424

Figures 17-28 present data on secular and seasonal trends of the incidence of selected diseases
in persons 65-74 years and 75 years and over.

Respiratory disorders—Upper respiratory tract infections (URTI) and lower respiratory tract
infection (LRTI) — (figures 17 and 18). In direct contrast to the results for children the
incidence of LRTI is roughly twice that of URTL In both age groups and both groups of
conditions there is a downward trend with incidences in 2001 roughly 30% less than in 1994.
Similar trends are evident in both age groups and both genders. For URTI in persons 65-74
years there is a consistent female excess over males whereas in the age group 75 years and over
the rates are similar. The seasonal pattern in both age groups follows a ‘U’-shaped curve
peaking in mid winter and falling to a trough in period 9 (mid August to early September).

Myxoedema — incidence rates in females aged 65-74 years are roughly four times that in males
and in the age group 75 years and over, roughly three times (figure 19). Rates in 1994-95 were
a little below those observed in succeeding years. There was no seasonal variation.

Diabetes — in general, incidence was higher in males than females and similar in both age
groups examined (figure 20).

-
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Figure 17: Upper respiratory tract infection
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Figure 19: Myxoedema
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Acute Myocardial Infarction — there has been a sharp decline in the incidence of acute
myocardial infarction in the last eight years (figure 21). Rates in males were higher than
in females. Rates in the age group 75 years and over were greater than those in the age
group 65-74 years. There was no appreciable seasonal variation.

Acute cerebro vascular accident — in the age group 65-74 years there was a slight excess
incidence in males over females (figure 22). Incidence in this age group was roughly a
third of that in the age group 75 years and over. There has been a declining incidence
since 1994 though not as marked as that evident for acute myocardial infarction. No con-
sistent seasonal variation was observed.

Congestive heart failure — the decreasing incidence in both age groups in both genders
observed here is similar to that seen for acute myocardial infarction though the differ-
ences between males and females is much less striking and only just evident (figure 23).
Rates in the first three four-week periods of the year were marginally greater than those at
other times.

Phlebitis/thrombophlebitis — a mean weekly incident rate of 20 per 100,000 is equivalent
to approximately 1% of the respective populations consulting with phlebitis or thrombo-
phlebitis during a twelve month period (figure 24). Incidence is approximately 30%
higher in females than in males and there is small increased incidence in persons 75 years
and over compared with persons 65-74 years. There are neither secular nor seasonal
trends.
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Figure 21: Acute myocardial infarction
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Urinary tract infection — incidences of urinary tract infection (UTI) shows neither secular
or seasonal trends (figure 25). There is a distinct female excess over males; the relative
magnitude of the excess was approximately three-fold in the age group 65-74 years, and
two-fold in 75 years and over.

Gout — there was no secular trend in the incidence of gout (figure 26). The seasonal
analysis disclosed increased incidence in summer consistent with the possibility that inci-
dence is greater in hot weather when dehydration is more likely. Incidence in males is 2-
3 times that in females in both age groups and incidence in the age group 75 years and
over is consistently greater than that in the age group 65-74 years.

Rheumatoid Arthritis — the incidence of new episodes of illness attributable to gout are
considerably greater than those attributed to rheumatoid arthritis (figure 27). This is be-
cause rheumatoid arthritis pursues a much more chronic course and patients do not ex-
perience acute exacerbations in the same way as persons with gout. There are no clear
secular or seasonal trends. Incidence is similar in both age groups examined, and rates in
females are roughly twice those as in males.

Scabies — since 1996 the incidence of scabies has decreased (figure 28). Incidence is
higher in winter than in summer. Incidence in the age group 75 years and over is higher
than that in the age group 65-74 years perhaps because more people in this age group re-
ceive support in personal care. A mean weekly rate 3.3 per 100,000 as recorded in the
age group 75 years and over in males for 2001 is based on 26 episodes recorded during
the year.

22

[



Figure 25: Urinary tract infections / cystitis
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ALERT CONDITIONS

Since the World Trade Centre incident in September 2001, we have summarised data on
conditions which may be sensitive to the sudden introduction of a pathogen or environmental
pollutant and we have referred to these as ‘Alert Conditions’. Data have been provided on a
weekly basis covering three types of alert each of which is considered here:-

Food and water-borne pathogens

Infectious intestinal disease (figure 29). The bold blue curve represents the average weekly
incidence in each week over the period 1994-2000. Each dataset includes a twelve month
period for presentation and the data provided in this set of figures relates to week 26, 2001 to
week 25, 2002. As can be seen, infectious intestinal disease peaks in about week 12. The
data are based on all age incidence although they are available separately by age group. The
regional results for 2001/02 are shown for North (red), Central (yellow) and South
(turquoise). For infectious intestinal disease it is evident that incidence in recent years
(ending with week 25, 2002 as shown on the graph) has been similar in all three regions and
less than the average over the 1994-2000 period.

Non-infective enteritis and colitis (figure 30). The rates are a little higher than they have
been in the past though the average weekly incidence of 5 per 100,000 is approximately one
tenth of the 50 per 100,000 for infectious intestinal disease. The possible small increase in
non-infective enteritis is insufficient to explain the decrease in infectious intestinal disease.

Infective hepatitis (figure 31). The results presented show considerable variation. In some
weeks there are no cases reported in a region. For this reason the graph is not very
informative but it has to be borne in mind that the presence of only a few new cases in a
region would influence the shape of this graph dramatically. For example, ten cases in a
regional population of 200,000 is equivalent to a rate of 5 per 100,000, which is five times
the maximum rate (South region week 7) reported here.

Airborne pollutants and pathogens

Asthma (figure 32 ) has a highly consistent seasonal pattern and any disturbance in that
pattern would readily be recognised. The incidence of asthma has fallen over recent years.

Hay fever/allergic rhinitis (figure 33 note differing weekly period) — is remarkably consistent
in its appearance.

Respiratory and chest symptoms (figure 34) — in this category we have included rubrics from
chapter 16 of the ICD covering Symptoms, Signs and Ill-defined conditions. These nor-
specific symptoms for the Central and South regions follow the national average whilst the
rate of symptom presentations for the North is marginally higher than that elsewhere.
Nevertheless, there is nothing to suggest any unusual incidence at any one time.
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Figure 29
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Upper respiratory tract infections (figure 35) the seasonal pattern of upper respiratory tract
infections is consistent and rates in each of the three regions over the last year have been less
than the average over the period 1994-2000.

Lower respiratory tract infections (figure 36) — the difference between the seasonal pattern of
LRTI and URTI is worth noticing. Lower respiratory tract infections are highly consistent in
their peaking of incidence around week 1. The overall levels in the year 2001 were less than
the recent average.

Contact irritants and release of neuromuscular toxic agents

The fear of anthrax has prompted the assembly of data on skin infections and conditions
which could possibly be confused with the clinical presentation anthrax.

Infections of the skin and subcutaneous tissue (figure 37) - are consistent with the average
Over recent years.

Symptoms affecting the skin (figure 38) - the incidence is slightly higher than that of
infections. As with the symptoms for respiratory disease and even the non-infective enteritis
and colitis reported above, there has been increased use by doctors of symptom codes in the
ICD.

Chickenpox (figure 39) — is seasonally variable but the pattern over recent weeks is consistent
with that observed over recent years.

Peripheral nervous symptoms (figure 40) — this grouping of illnesses reflects anxieties about
the dispersal of neuromuscular toxins. As is evident in this graph the pattern of illness
associated with recording of this group of symptoms is consistent with experience in recent
years.

The group of conditions included here demonstrates par excellence the value of a well
established systematic recording system able to report in a timely manner. Data systems
such as the Weekly Returns Service are not created overnight and certainly cannot be
generated in response to a threat situation. We believe that the British Government is in a
very fortunate position in having such an information system at their disposal. It is a strength
of the Weekly Returns Service that all contacts with doctors are logged in a way that the data
can be used in order to investigate problems such as that posed by the September 11
incident. The interim conclusion on the basis of the analyses presented here (which have of
course been available weekly throughout the period) is that there is no suggestion of
unnatural variation of disease incidence in recent weeks.
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Figure 35
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VALIDATION OF DIAGNOSIS

Validation of selected diseases — the results of our routine follow-up enquiries of persons
reported with disorders of particular interest because of their potential prevention by
vaccination is summarised in table 8.

Table 8:  Results of postal enquiry for cases reported with Measles, Mumps, Rubella,
Whooping cough and Meningitis

Measles Mumps Rubella Wh. Cough Meningitis Total

n % n % n % n % n % n % I

Laboratory confirmed 0 0 5 14 0 0 3 12 16 38 24 18
Not revised 11 73 21 60 16 80 18 75 6 14 72 353 l

Negative tests not revised 0 2 6 0 0 0 0 1 2 3 2
]

Modified 0 0 1 3 0 0 0 0 o0 0 1 1
Revised 2 13 4 11 3 15 3 12 9 21 21 15 I

Patient not traced 1 ¥ 1 3 1 0 6 14 9 7
Coding errors 1 7 1 3 0 0 0 4 10 6 4 I
Total replies 15 94 35 74 20 95 24 86 42 84 136 84 I

Did not reply 1 6 12 26 1 5 4 14 8 16 26 16
Reported cases 16 100 47 100 21 100 28 100 50 100 162 100 I

Replies were received in response to 84% of our enquiries The overall rate of coding errors
was 4%. Fifteen percent of diagnoses were revised as a result of this exercise.

MEDIAN CONTACT DAYS

The analysis of contact frequency is based on the median practice contacts reported in each
week by the practices (usually about 60 out of a total of 77 practices) with available software
measured on a weekly basis. The count is of the number of days in which a person makes a
contact with the practice which involves consultation with a doctor or nurse and is
independent of the number of problems considered at that consultation. Figures 41-43
present the data by individual weeks and demonstrate variability in contact frequency
amongst children, stability in middle aged adults and stability in the oldest age groups with
the exception of the surge around weeks 39-44 largely explained by programmes of influenza
vaccination.
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Figure 41: Median Contact Days per 100 persons by week during 2001 in age
groups <1, 1-4 & 5-14 years
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Figure 42: Median Contact Days per 100 persons by week during 2001 in age
groups 15-24 & 25-44 years
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Figure 43: Median Contact Days per 100 persons by week during 2001 in age

groups 45-64, 65-74 & 75+ years
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NEWS ITEMS
Secondly weekly data transfer

The second weekly data transfer was sustained throughout the winter period. Whilst it’s
importance was less this year than in some previous years, it is very important that we have
been able to maintain this provision. It rubs off on the area of the alert conditions where it
may be necessary that a good surveillance system provides data very promptly indeed.

Influenza vaccination

We have previously reported on vaccination uptake in the WRS practices. The surveyed
population was restricted for this purpose because the data on influenza vaceination was
captured very specifically under code ‘65E’. The various information systems on influenza
vaccination for other groups such as local communicable disease centres has resulted in
recorders storing the data on influenza vaccination in a variety of different ways and has
damaged our potential to pick up influenza vaccination in a consistent manner. In those
practices where we believe we have good quality data we have summarised vaccine uptake
by age in figure 44. The WRS data provided a reliable indication of what was later reported
nationally.

Figure 44: Influenza Vaccination Winter 2001/02 take up percentages by age
group and week
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European activities

The Unit has maintained close collaboration with the European Influenza Surveillance
Scheme (EISS). This is a network of information in which clinical and laboratory based
information on influenza-like illness is integrated. We have also played a part in the

initiatives taken by the NIVEL Institute to increase collaboration between European Sentinel

Practice networks. They are currently contributing to the EC sponsored programme
concerned with health information from primary care.
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Participating practices in alphabetical order by name of partner and location

R K Aggarwal
JE Anderson
P Bracey

R N Bryant

K P Carroll

D Cooke

D Curran

M F Duffy

D A Evans

P H Evans

D P Feeney

S M Findlay

S H Gibson

R C Goodall
D L Hall

M C N Henchy
A R Holmes

P Howarth

S de Lusignan
M D Macleod
W O Maxwell
J'V Mitchell
A J Muchall
M R Newby

P K Orton

D J M Peterson
8 J Quilliam

J C Rogers

R Russell-Jones
G P Singh

K M Souter

B M Thomas
H G Thomas
R J Tucker

R E Wetson

P J Wilczynski
S Williams

1S Wilson

Pontefract
Burnhope
Liverpool
Newton Abbott
Beckenham
Belpher
London
Liverpool
Gosport

Exeter
Northumberland
Bishop Auckland
Ware

Much Wenlock
Chalfont St Peter
Peterborough
Hartlepool
Workington
Guildford
Aldershot
Disley

Stamford

South Shields
Eaton Socon
Bishop’s Stortford
Oxford

Prudhoe

Bristol

Swansea

Leeds
Wakefield
Hayes
Minehead
Wolstanton
Steyning

Corby

Wirrall
Warrington

G Allan

D Beckitt

J P D Blacker
K L Cabot

A R Colman
J M Creasey
C Dean

M G Edward
K I Evans

R J Evans-Jones
D M Fleming
C K Foo

JR L Godlee
1J Goodman
M D Harrison
JH W Hill

I T Howard

C C Hulbert
S E Macdonald
L J Maile

S W M Miller
1] Moodie

W Muir

O B O’Toole
J M Perks

M A Pringle
L Ratnam

M Ross

I R Shand

E J Smith

A 1S Thake
D M Thomas
T H R Thompson
C Watkins

I D Whyte

I G Williams
F S Wilmot

J M Wright

Gerrards Cross
Warlingham
Bromsgrove
London

Bristol
Sheffield
Northumberland
Birmingham
Loughborough
Bodmin
Birmingham
Newecastle-upon-Tyne
St Albans
Northwood
Cardiff
Weedon

Exeter

Malpas

Chester
Calverton
Shebbear
Blackburn
Nottingham
Dunstable
Plymouth
Newark
Birmingham
Bradford

Derby

Cheddar
Birmingham
Minchinhampton
Cardiff

Bristol

Whalley
Huntingdon
Leamington Spa
Oldham
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