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Qinghai has seen another outbreak of meningococcal meningitis, resulting in the

death of two middle school students. How far is meningococcal meningitis from us?
Tencent News new.qqg.com 2023-07-04 10:59 Source: Beijing Knowledge Officer Co-founder of BGI’s
Aibowu

Meningococcal disease, this may be a name that is both familiar and unfamiliar to many people.

The reason for being familiar is that everyone needs to be vaccinated with free meningococcal polysaccharide
vaccine after birth according to national requirements.

What’s strange is that it seems like I haven’t heard of any cases of meningococcal meningitis around me for a long
time?

It is true that the number of meningococcal meningitis infections in my country has continued to decline for many
years. According to the 2022 Statistics on the Development of my country's Health Care Industry According to the
statistics of the Bulletin, there were 59 cases of meningococcal meningitis in my country in 2022, and 5 deaths.

But did you know that China was once a country with a very serious epidemic of meningococcal meningitis?

From 1950 to 1979 In the past 30 years, my country has reported 8.77 million cases of meningococcal meningitis
and 570,000 deaths. This number of deaths accounts for 1/5 of the deaths reported from infectious diseases in the
country during the same period. The peak of infection occurred in 1967, when a total of 3.04 million people were
infected with meningococcal meningitis and 164,000 people died. At that time, a major epidemic of meningococcal
meningitis occurred in China every 8 to 10 years.

In that era, a large number of children were infected with meningococcal meningitis within one or two days,
accompanied by convulsions, vomiting, and finally died. This is unimaginable now.

It is precisely because of this that even after the 1980s, with the popularization of vaccines, the number of
meningococcal infections dropped sharply, even though there were less than 100 cases in 2022, we still put
meningococcal meningitis in the statutory Class B infectious diseases, mainly because of the past injuries, which were
too painful.

The pathogen of meningococcal meningitis is different from influenza, which is not a virus, but a bacterium called
Neisseria meningitidis (also called meningococcus). Its transmission route is similar to other common respiratory tract
infections, and can be transmitted through coughing, sneezing, etc.

The most brutal thing about meningococcal meningitis is the mortality rate and disability rate.

The mortality rate of meningococcal meningitis is high (over 10%), and it ranks in the top 5 among the legally
reportable infectious diseases in our country. At the same time, meningococcal meningitis has a poor prognosis and
seriously affects life. 20% of meningococcal patients will have severe limb and tissue disability, and 1/3 of the infected
will have lifelong intellectual impairment related to neurological damage, vision, hearing, motor skills, perception and
other sequelae.

The transmission route of Neisseria meningitidis is from person to person. Despite years of efforts to control and
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vaccinate, the spread of meningococcal meningitis has not been eliminated. What is the reason?

The key point is that the spread of Neisseria meningitidis does not necessarily cause disease. Many people are
asymptomatic, or a few have mild symptoms. This invisible transmission is very difficult to detect and control.

For example, the typical course of some meningococcal meningitis is as follows:

Neisseria meningitidis can adhere to humans for a long time, and the surface of the respiratory tract does not cause
any clinical symptoms to which we call "asymptomatic carrier".

Then when the host body develops a disease, such as a viral infection, the viral infection damages the respiratory
mucosa and reduces the density of the mucosal barrier. The colonized meningococcal bacteria then take advantage of
the situation and enter the blood through the mucosal barrier, causing a serious infection called bacteremia. The bacteria
then reach the nervous system through the blood circulation and cause meningitis.

At the same time, these asymptomatic carriers or infected persons will also become an important source of infection
for meningococcal meningitis.

Therefore, the best way to treat meningococcal meningitis is still vaccination. Meningococci can be divided into 12
serogroups: A, B,C, X, Y, Z, E, W, L, H, I, and K. Invasive meningococcal disease is mainly caused by A, B, C, Y, and
W and other 5 serogroups. The vaccines in our immunization program can effectively prevent influenza infection, with
a protection rate of nearly 90%. There are also many other options for self-funded meningococcal vaccines.

Our previous science focus was generally on meningococcal infection in children aged 1 or 2 in winter and spring,
because data showed that among the mortality rates of meningococcal disease in various age groups in China from
2014 to 2018, the mortality rate of meningococcal disease in children under 1 year old was as high as 25.06%, meaning
that 1 in every 4 children under 1 year old died.

But in fact, there is another group that is easily overlooked, that is, adolescents, especially those aged 10 to 19, who
are also a group with a high incidence rate. For example, the two junior high school students who died this time.

Looking back at history, why did my country have the highest number of infections and deaths from meningococcal
meningitis in 1967? It was because of the dangerous consequences of the large-scale intensive actions of students
caused by the nationwide student movement, combined with the social background at the time. Therefore, a large
number of people who were infected and died at that time were teenagers.

The same problem exists now. From the perspective of intensive activities in school environment for students of this
age, at the same time, as their immune system is not fully mature, the chance of infection becomes higher. Another
thing that should not be ignored is that the meningococcal vaccine is not effective for life and has a protective period.
According to the arrangement of compulsory vaccination in our country, it is generally 2 shots by 1 year old, 1 shot at
3 years old and 1 shot at 6 years old. At your teens, the protective effect of the 6-year-old shot is It just happened to
start to decline. So from a certain perspective, the protection of this age group may not be much better than that of
younger people.

Another thing to consider is the impact of the new coronavirus pandemic.

During the epidemic, due to good protective measures, the incidence of meningococcal meningitis has dropped
significantly. For example, the incidence of meningococcal meningitis in England from April to August 2020 dropped
by 75% compared with the same period in 2019. In France, during the epidemic lockdown, the number of cases of
meningococcal meningitis also decreased significantly during the period.

After the lockdown was lifted, the incidence of meningococcal meningitis began to recover, and even exceeded the
pre-epidemic level in some areas. This is due to the relaxation of the protection level and the fact that some people did
not vaccinate their children in time during the epidemic.

But there is another thing that cannot be ignored, which is the impact of the new coronavirus itself, as mentioned
earlier, Neisseria meningitidis can adhere to the surface of the human upper respiratory tract for a long time. When the
virus infection damages the respiratory mucosa and reduces the density of the mucosal barrier, the colonized
meningococcal bacteria will enter. The novel coronavirus itself may increase the chances of Neisseria meningitidis
taking advantage of the situation during infection, Another thing is that the novel coronavirus infection may also cause



damage to the respiratory mucosa of some people, and even an imbalance in the immune system.

Therefore, in the post-epidemic period, everyone should be more careful, for meningococcal meningitis, if you find
sudden high fever, severe headache, frequent vomiting, petechiae and ecchymoses on the skin and mucous membranes,
and other suspected symptoms of meningococcal meningitis, please seek medical attention in time.
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