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Why isn't the chickenpox vaccine
available on the NHS?
Chickenpox is sometimes seen as a necessary part of childhood. However,
whilst the condition is associated with fairly mild symptoms - a fever, and
itchy spots - that pass within a week, a significant number of children do go
on to develop complications. A vaccine is available (though not on the
NHS) - so should your child have it?

"We know that up to 20 - often previously healthy - children every year die
from chickenpox in the UK," explains Professor Judy Breuer, professor of
virology and head of Division of Infection and Immunity at UCL. "In addition,
a significant number will get really severe secondary skin infections like
streptococcus which, in rare cases, can cause the flesh-eating necrotising
fasciitis."

So why not vaccinate?
Perhaps surprisingly, although an effective chickenpox vaccine has been
available for several years, the NHS has, at present, not added this to the
childhood vaccination programme. The reason for this is not to do with the
vaccine itself or its effectiveness, but the potential problems it might create
for others.

"The vaccine is very safe," explains Breuer. "As with other vaccines, where
there have been problems is where the child has an underlying
immunosuppression that has not been recognised. But that's very rare. And
the great thing about the vaccine strain is that symptoms can be treated
with aciclovir."

However, for adults who have previously contracted chickenpox, being
exposed to children with the condition has been thought to give an
immunity boost that reduces the risk of shingles.
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"That was the rationale for not introducing the vaccine. When you cost it
out, it's much more costly if people have shingles than if children have
chickenpox, as chickenpox generally is a mild disease," explains Breuer.

Private availability
For parents who would like to have their children vaccinated, many private
clinics across the UK offer this for under £100. Provided your child isn't
immunosuppressed, it would seem that the benefits for children stack up.

"As the majority of children will contract chickenpox, and the vaccine is safe
and effective, if you discount the risk of shingles to the adult population,
then the numbers add up," explains Breuer.

Hope for the future
Despite previous concerns, it is now thought that the risk of shingles to the
adult population may have been overestimated.

"There are questions now as to whether the modelling has overestimated
the amount of protection that you being exposed to your child's chickenpox
will give you. Some countries have now decided that they don't think the
shingles risk is as large as was thought," explains Breuer.

"The whole of Canada, the USA, Australia and New Zealand vaccinate, as
well as several countries in Europe. There are lots of places that do now
vaccinate against chickenpox because they don't necessarily think that the
story about shingles is going to hold up."

"The UK is now revisiting the modelling to see whether the modelling that
has been done in the past really does reflect the reality."

It may be that this will lead to a decision for the chickenpox vaccine to be
included in the standard immunisation programme for children in future
years. However, for now, the decision to vaccinate remains with parents -
and their wallets. But the evidence strongly suggests that vaccinating your
child against chickenpox makes a lot of sense.
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Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss Why isn't the chickenpox vaccine available on the NHS? and find more
trusted resources at Patient.
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