Swine flu pandemic declaration to trigger vaccine switch
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The World Health Organization has declared H1N1 swine flu an official pandemic – level six in the WHO's rating scheme. This means the world's vaccine industry can now switch from making vaccine for ordinary flu to pandemic vaccine.
The WHO's declaration of level six activates a slew of government pre-orders for pandemic vaccine. These will take precedence over recent orders for H1N1 vaccine. Countries that don't have pre-orders will face delays. 
Most viruses are thought to be passed from person to person by contact with respiratory droplets. Contact can occur by direct bodily contact (such as kissing) or touching something with virus on it (such as shaking hands with someone who has the flu) and then touching your mouth, nose or eyes. Respiratory droplets are generated by a person coughing or sneezing and can be propelled right into your eyes, nose or mouth over short distances.
Mild so far

The WHO cautioned against over-reaction, as most cases of H1N1 have so far been relatively mild. The organisation had been under pressure not to declare a pandemic for such a mild virus.

But WHO officials have insisted that a flu pandemic is defined by how fast a novel flu virus spreads, and who it affects, not necessarily how severe it is. This is partly because the same virus can be mild in some people and severe in others, and partly because it can evolve. In 1918, the last pandemic H1N1 started out mild, but its second wave was much more severe. 

The influenza pandemic of 1918-1919 killed more people than the Great War, known today as World War I (WWI), at somewhere between 20 and 40 million people. It has been cited as the most devastating epidemic in recorded world history. More people died of influenza in a single year than in four-years of the Black Death Bubonic Plague from 1347 to 1351. Known as "Spanish Flu" or "La Grippe" the influenza of 1918-1919 was a global disaster. It was caused by an H1N1 virus which evolved directly from a bird flu into a human flu.
The predecessor of the 2009 H1N1 swine flu virus emerges in the US in 1998. It is a hybrid of human, bird and swine flu viruses, and by 1999 it is the dominant flu strain in US pigs.

US pig farms try to control it with vaccines, but these attempts are largely ineffective because the virus evolves too rapidly, changing the surface proteins targeted by the vaccine while keeping its internal genes unchanged. The 2009 pandemic virus is a variant on this 1998 flu, and behaves the same way.
Pandemic flu can also kill healthy young adults, not the very young and old like ordinary flu. "Approximately half the people who have died from this H1N1 infection have been previously healthy people," Keiji Fukuda, head of flu at the WHO, said on Tuesday, adding this had given the organisation "the most concern".

"It is of greatest importance to continue surveillance of the virus worldwide," David Heymann, until recently head of health security at the WHO, told New Scientist. "Science cannot predict what course this virus will take as it continues to spread in humans."
