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Welcome to the fourth South East Public Health Unit (SEPHU)
Quarterly Medical Bulletin for 2024

As we enter the holiday season our final newsletter for 2024 looks at some of the key health issues that
people should be aware of during this time of celebration. We take a look at things people should be
thinking about when travelling overseas, how to handle hot weather and some of the food safety
concerns related to seasonal gatherings.

In our last newsletter we provided an update on the mpox outbreak in Victoria. The outbreak is ongoing
and case numbers have been reducing over recent weeks; however, it is important to remain vigilant as

we move into summer — a time of parties and celebrations, particularly with the Midsumma celebrations
on the horizon. Here we provide an update on the latest situation.

Mpox outbreak update

The mpox clade ii outbreak in Australia is ongoing, with all states and territories now reporting cases. In
Victoria, the number of notified cases in November was approximately 50% lower compared to the
previous month of October. Even though case numbers are decreasing, please remember to test
individuals with compatible clinical symptoms who are sexually active irrespective of sexual orientation,
vaccination status or travel history. Gay, bisexual and other men who have sex with men remains the
most at-risk group; however, cases among females have been reported in Victoria.

Vaccination prevents severe disease, but infection can still occur. Please continue to offer vaccination to
eligible individuals. Mpox vaccine JYNNEOS is available free-of-charge for eligible people in Victoria,
even without a Medicare card. Two doses separated by 28 days are required for optimal protection.
Recent results from the STOMP study have indicated that tecovirimat is not effective in reducing the
length of illness or severity of symptoms — this highlights the importance of supporting vaccination in
the community.

For further information on mpox and mpox vaccination, please visit the Department of Health Website.

Travel advice

There have been several international travel related ilinesses notified in the SEPHU catchment in 2024.
This includes three cases of measles and 24 cases of hepatitis A. Besides vaccine preventable diseases,
vector borne diseases related to travel have also been notified, including 161 cases of dengue. The
majority of cases reported travel to countries in Southeast Asia.

As the holiday season approaches, some of your patients might be planning overseas travel to visit
family and friends. Patients should be reminded to be up to date with routine immunisations and be
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made aware of additional vaccines they can receive that may prevent or reduce severity of illness such
as hepatitis A, typhoid and rabies.

The Department of Health has recently issued a Health Alert providing advice on immunisations for
travel.

General advice about reducing exposure to insect-borne diseases should also be provided, especially if
travelling to countries where conditions such as dengue, chikugunya and zika virus are endemic or when
there are outbreaks occurring.

Health related advice specific to travel destinations can be found on the Smarttraveller website.

Food safety and gastrointestinal illnesses

As people gather to celebrate and share food over the holiday season it is important that they keep in
mind the steps they should take to keep food safe. This is especially important for any of your patients
who are particularly vulnerable to when it comes to food poisoning — this includes:

e Pregnant women

e The elderly

e Young children

e People with chronic illnesses.

Important food safety tips include:

o Keeping the fridge below 5 degrees Celsius and not overloading it

e Thawing food slowly in the fridge

e Avoid washing raw meat as it can spread harmful bacteria

e Use separate chopping boards and knives for raw and cooked meat

e Ensure food is cooked through

e If food is left out for more than 2 hours, bin it.

o Keep hot food hot and cold food cold (below 5 degrees or above 65 degrees Celsius).

If patients present with symptoms of gastroenteritis, please collect a faecal sample for culture and
sensitivities. Also remember to advise health care workers, childcare workers and food handlers not to
attend work until at least 48 hours after symptoms have resolved. For certain conditions such as
shigella and typhoid / paratyphoid, health care workers, childcare workers and food handlers may be
required to exclude from work until two successive culture negative faecal specimens are collected. The
public health unit will provide advice to patients on what is required. Culture results are important due
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to the increasing antibiotic resistance profile of shigella infection, particularly among some groups such
as men who have sex with men.

For more information on food poisoning, including information that can be shared with patients, please
visit the Better Health Channel.

Heat health

Summer is here which means hot days and warm nights. Hot weather can cause serious health
problems, and some people in our community are at greater risk of serious health effects than others.
Anyone who cares for, supports or assists people at risk of serious health effects from hot weather can
play a key role in keeping them healthy during the summer.

Those most at-risk include people over the age of 65, babies and young children, pregnant women,
people with acute or chronic health problems and people who are socially isolated.

Heat can cause serious and potentially fatal health problems such as heat exhaustion and heatstroke. It
can also trigger sudden events like heart attacks and strokes or worsen existing medical conditions like
kidney and lung disease.

You can recommend these steps to stay cool during hot weather:

e Use air conditioning or a fan

e Wear light and loose-fitting clothing

o Keep skin wet, using a spray bottle or damp sponge

e Take cool showers or foot baths in cool tap water

e Wrap ice cubes in a damp towel and drape around your neck

e Block heat from entering your home with blinds or curtains

e Open windows and doors if you think it is hotter indoors than outdoors

e Consider spending some time in a cool place such as an air-conditioned shopping centre or
public library

e Avoid vigorous physical activity.

For more information about heat health, please visit:
https://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/campaigns/survive-the-heat
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Happy holidays

From everyone at the South East Public Health Unit we wish you a very happy holiday season and good
fortune for the new year.

Frequently asked questions

What diseases does SEPHU manage?
SEPHU manages all notifiable communicable diseases with the exception of tuberculosis, which is
managed by the Victorian Tuberculosis Program based at the Royal Melbourne Hospital.

How is SEPHU different to the Department of Health?

SEPHU, like other local public health units, has been established to provide place-based management of
priority public health concerns in south-east Metropolitan Melbourne. Through strong connections with
the local community, SEPHU is able to engage closely with priority populations and ensure that the
public health response is targeted to those most in need.

The follow-up of communicable diseases by the SEPHU team is similar to that previously conducted by
the Department of Health; however, there is capacity to provide enhanced follow-up across many more
conditions. A good example is our work to improve access to care for people diagnosed with viral
hepatitis.

How is SEPHU working to improve health in South East Melbourne?

This month, SEPHU launched its public health strategy to help guide our work to help improve the health
of everyone living in our catchment. Our vision is to make the South East Melbourne catchment a place
where every person can live their healthiest life. The four pillars of the SEPHU strategy look to
strengthen community connection and capability, advance equity in health and wellbeing, ensure timely
and coordinated responses to public health threats and cultivate a thriving public health workforce. If
you would like to know more about our strategy you can download it from our website at
https://sephu.org/latest-news/2024/12/12/sephu-strategy-now-online/

Can | call SEPHU directly for advice or to notify a communicable disease?

Urgent notifiable conditions should be called through to the central telephone number — 1300 651 160.
Where appropriate, these calls will be forwarded directly to SEPHU. Routine notifiable conditions should
be notified online at: https://www.health.vic.gov.au/infectious-diseases/notifiable-infectious-diseases-
conditions-and-micro-organisms. We are always happy to provide advice and assist where possible.
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Please email us at SEPHU.trace@monashhealth.org This inbox is monitored during normal business
hours.

Does SEPHU have a webpage with information on communicable diseases similar to the
Department of Health?

The SEPHU webpage has recently been update — https://sephu.org/. Please jump on to find out more
about the work we are doing and for information on how to notify communicable diseases.

‘On behalf of the team at the South East Public Health
Unit, we wish you a safe and enjoyable holiday season
and extend our heartfelt thanks to you and your
organisation for all you have achieved this year. Your
efforts continue to make our community a healthier and

happier place to live, work and play.

With our strategy for the next five years now in place, we
look forward to working with you in the coming year to
deliver improved health outcomes for our communities

2
across Melbourne’s south east.

Kind Regards

Professor Rhonda Stuart
Director, Public Health and Infection Prevention
Monash Health
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