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Unmasking the risk and burden of seasonal influenza
in the Middle East: strengthening prevention and
control strategies for a healthier tomorrow

Areas of Focus

« Improve data collection and quality -
Developments in sentinel surveillance and
health information systems (HIS) in the United
Arab Emirates (UAE) provide an opportunity
to address an urgent need to improve data
collection and availability on areas such as
vaccination rate and status, prevalence of ILI
symptoms, and travel history.

+ Integrate influenza prevention and
management into treatment guidelines of
comorbid conditions - The greatest impact
in terms of hospitalisation and mortality
associated with influenza today is likely to
be seen in the population with comorbid
conditions, such as diabetes, obesity, CVD
and COPD. Improving awareness of the
risks of influenza among these population
groups will be essential to reducing near-term
hospitalisation and mortality.

« Develop research capacity — With recent
advancements in surveillance and genome
sequencing, the UAE is in a unique position to
conduct research on influenza activity and the
impact of influenza, which will be valuable to
the wider region. Expanding access to public
health data and improving collaboration
between health systems and academia will be a
necessary first step.

sanofi

Sponsored by

Population

While health system infrastructure and capacity
in the UAE are sufficient to manage the burden
of influenza patients today, an ageing population
and the growing prevalence of chronic diseases
will undoubtedly increase pressure on healthcare
resources in the coming decades. AlImost 80% of
the UAE population is between 15 and 55 years, a
relatively low-risk age cohort for influenza-related
complications and mortality. The population

aged over 65, a high-risk group for influenza and
complications due to influenza, is projected to
increase by 262% in the next two decades.

The UAE also has a high prevalence of chronic
diseases, notably diabetes, obesity and
cardiovascular disease (CVD). Individuals with
these underlying medical conditions are at an
increased risk of hospitalisation and mortality
from influenza. The incidence and prevalence of
many major chronic diseases are projected to
increase in the coming decades. The prevalence
of diabetes is projected to increase from 16%

in 2021 to 18% by 2045, over 60% higher than
the global average of 11%.% The prevalence of
obesity is projected to increase from 27.8% in
2018 to 45% by 2035, significantly higher than
the projected global average of 24% for the
same year.? The UAE population also has a high
prevalence of chronic obstructive pulmonary
disorder (COPD) and asthma, which increase the
risk of influenza-related complications.*
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Population structure and projections
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Surveillance

Sentinel Surveillance - The UAE has made
significant efforts to strengthen influenza
surveillance capacity and infrastructure over the
past decade. A National Influenza Surveillance
Protocol, with support from the World Health
Organization Regional Office for the Eastern
Mediterranean (WHO EMRO), was introduced in
2016, which included the expansion of influenza-
like illness (ILI) and severe acute respiratory
infections (SARI) sentinel surveillance sites and a
designated National Influenza Centre (NIC).?

Recent developments in the national
infrastructure and integration of electronic
health records (EHR) also provide an opportunity
to expand influenza surveillance in hospitals,
primary care and community clinics. The National
Unified Medical Record (NUMR) platform, Riayati,
connects and integrates patient medical records
from all public and private healthcare facilities.
The platform is expected to improve disease
surveillance, including for respiratory viruses and
influenza.®

National Influenza Centre (NIC) - Sheikh
Khalifa Medical City (SKMC) Reference Laboratory

within Shaikh Khalifa Medical City (Khaifa
Hospital) in Abu Dhabi is the NIC in the UAE >

Data sharing - The UAE reports to the
WHO on the number of positive cases of
Influenza. Data from sentinel sites can be
found on the WHO FluNet database.’

Genome sequencing and genomic
surveillance capabilities have also
gradually expanded in the UAE, accelerated
by the covid-19 pandemic. The use of genome
sequencing has also increased significantly
following covid-19. During the pandemic, the Abu
Dhabi Public Health Centre (ADPHC) hosted a
regional workshop in partnership with the WHO
to train laboratory staff on the sequencing and
analysis of SARS-CoV-2. The NIC also supported
other countries in the region where such
laboratory capabilities were unavailable.®
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Policy

National policy for influenza prevention and
control - The Ministry of Health and Prevention’s
(MOHAP) National Plan for Prevention and
Control of Acute Severe Respiratory Infections
(2015) outlines procedures for testing, vaccination
and antiviral treatment.” The Abu Dhabi Public
Health Centre (ADPHC) issues an annual circular
to all health facilities in the Emirate, namely, the
‘Prevention and Control of Influenza Infection in
the Community’, which covers annual vaccination
procedures, surveillance and reporting, and
adherence to infection control guidelines.® The
Dubai Health Authority (DHA) issued a Seasonal
Influenza Factsheet and Technical Guide, 2022,
to all public and private health facilities in the
Emirate of Dubai, which covers guidelines for
prevention and treatment.'

National immunisation programme - In Abu
Dhabi, seasonal influenza vaccination is provided
free to UAE nationals and individuals from the
following groups - healthcare workers, pregnant
women, adults aged 50 years and above, children,
smokers, Hajj and Umrah pilgrims, close contacts
of positive cases and individuals with high-risk
chronic conditions - through public healthcare
facilities, approved private healthcare facilities
and pharmacies.” In Dubai, the DHA offers free
flu vaccinations to UAE nationals, Dubai residents
who are aged 65 years and above, children

under five years, pregnant women and people of
determination.™

Data on vaccination rates for seasonal influenza
among the general public are limited. A 2021
survey of healthcare professionals, a high-risk
group for influenza, reported that only 54%

had received the influenza vaccine despite
recommendations from regional health
authorities.”

Pandemic preparedness — The UAE has a
national public health emergency response

plan that addresses planning for multiple
communicable diseases with pandemic potential.
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The National Response Framework (NRF), issued
in 2013 by the National Emergency Crisis and
Disasters Management Authority (NCEMA),
includes planning for emergencies and crises.™
NCEMA hosts regular training exercises to
facilitate coordination between different sectors
and entities to strengthen epidemic and pandemic
preparedness.’

Prevention and Control

Infection control — There are published infection
prevention and control guidelines for seasonal
influenza in healthcare settings. Both ADPHC and
DHA release an annual circular or guidance to all
healthcare facilities in their respective Emirate

on prevention and control of seasonal influenza
infections.>’™® MOHAP also publishes an annual
Seasonal Influenza Awareness Guide that outlines
information on disease transmission, preventive
measures and vaccination.’
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Health System capacity — The UAE healthcare
system experienced minimal disruption during
the covid-19 pandemic, with access to essential
healthcare services largely unrestricted, and a
significantly lower mortality rate among covid-19
patients as compared with the global average."”
However, an overreliance on expatriate healthcare
workers (82% of physicians and 96% of nurses in
the UAE are expatriates) may be a health security
challenge as the population increases and ages,
placing greater demand on healthcare services.'

Public Education

MOHAP leads the annual national awareness
campaign for seasonal influenza in collaboration
with ADPHC in Abu Dhabi and DHA in Dubai.
The 2023-24 campaign under the theme “Protect
Yourself... Protect Your Community” focuses on
cultivating a sense of “health consciousness”
throughout society and advancing knowledge

of international best practices for influenza
prevention among healthcare professionals.

The campaign employs various communication
channels, including social media platforms,
newspapers, television and radio.?? Local health
authorities also run supplementary campaigns
and education initiatives. In Abu Dhabi, ADPHC'’s
public health programme for seasonal influenza
seeks to educate the public on the role, myths and
misconceptions regarding vaccination.?
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This profile report is one of the deliverables in a broader project,
designed and conducted by Economist Impact, sponsored by
Sanofi. To find out more, download the white paper Unmasking
the risk and burden of seasonal influenza in the Middle East:
Strengthening prevention and control strategies for a healthier
tomorrow.

While every effort has been taken to verify the accuracy of this
information, Economist Impact cannot accept any responsibility
or liability for reliance by any person on this report or any of the
information, opinions or conclusions set out in this report. The
findings and views expressed in the report do not necessarily
reflect the views of the sponsor.
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