
Introduction

The antigenic versatility of the influenza A viruses is well known. The latest
variant-the Hong Kong strain of virus A2, first recognized in 1968-has now
replaced earlier strains of the subtype. The International Conference on Hong
Kong Influenza, sponsored jointly by Emory University, by the National
Communicable Disease Center of the US Department of Health, Education, and
Welfare, and by the World Health Organization, was called partly to record what
had been learned of the epidemiological behaviour of the variant and of its properties.

These subjects are dealt with in the first two sessions. One of the main results
that emerges clearly from the exchange of views is that, although a great deal has
been learned about influenza in the past 40 years, the virus is as capable of springing
surprises now as at any time since its isolation. The Hong Kong strain is no excep-
tion. It did not spread as explosively in 1968-69 as the absence of antibody in most
populations would have led one to expect. When it did cause epidemics, the infection
was clinically mild in all countries of both the northern and southern hemispheres
except the United States of America; there, the number of " excess deaths " attributed
to influenza was almost as great as in the 1957-58 pandemic of Asian influenza. No
explanation of this difference in severity in one country was offered at the Conference.

The later sessions deal with vaccination, chemotherapy and chemoprophylaxis.
The early results of the use of inactivated vaccines indicated that, despite great
improvements in production techniques, the level of protection was certainly no
higher than that reported with vaccines prepared against earlier strains of virus A.
Much interest was shown in the results of the use of live vaccines on a large scale in the
USSR and in the laboratory and small-scale field investigations on the characteristics
of strains suitable for vaccine production in other countries.

Great interest was also shown in possible vaccines of the future-oil-adjuvant
vaccines, " split" subunit vaccines, and vaccines prepared from genetically recom-
bined virus strains. The present chemoprophylactic and chemotherapeutic agents
and the role of interferon and interferon-inducers were briefly reviewed in the final
session.

In the belief that this review of influenza will be of value to all concerned with
the subject, a determined effort has been made to publish the papers and discussions
as quickly as possible with the hope that the information might be made available
before the time when the 1969-70 influenza season in the northern hemisphere was
expected to be in full swing. Thanks to the co-operation of the authors, this special
triple number of the Bulletin of the World Health Organization is appearing
15 weeks after the Conference was held.
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