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Abstract

Objective: To assess public health interventions (non-pharmaceutical intervention) and reexamine social defenses to
influenza, investigating historical pandemics and ‘non-pandemics’ in Japan.
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Methods: We studied 19th, 20th and 21st pandemics and ‘non-pandemics’ by reviewing documents including “Influenza”
written by the government sanitary bureau in 1922. We then calculated the number of additional deaths (excess mortality)
associated with each pandemic and ‘non-pandemic’, assessed public health interventions (non-pharmaceutical interventions)
and reexamined social defense policies in Japan.

Results: The 1989-91 pandemic had an impact as great as the 1918-20 “Spanish flu” pandemic in terms of excess mortality due
to influenza. After the “Spanish flu” pandemic, excess mortality from influenza was 10 times greater than prior to the “Spanish
flu”. The total number of excess deaths during the 18 ‘non-pandemic’ years from 1921 through 1938 was as high as during the
“Spanish flu” pandemic. The total excess mortality in 19 ‘non-pandemic’ years was 3.5-fold greater than during the pandemic
years of 1958-59 and 1959-60, while the average number of excess deaths per “excess mortality year” was similar for pandemic
years and ‘non-pandemic’ years.

The proportion of deaths directly caused by influenza in relation to excess mortality from influenza was higher in pandemic
years than ‘non-pandemic’ years.

In the 1970s and 1980s, when the vaccination program for schoolchildren was mandatory in Japan, excess mortality rates
were relatively low. In the 1990s, when group vaccination was discontinued, excess mortality rose, only to drop again when
influenza vaccination was made available to the elderly in the 2000s, suggesting that the vaccination of Japanese children
prevented excess deaths from influenza pandemics and ‘non-pandemics’.

Conclusions: We should never forget that there are effects from influenza ‘non-pandemics’ as well as from pandemics. Prior
experience with the “Spanish flu” should be studied for lessons in public health intervention (non-pharmaceutical intervention).
We should also re-examine the importance of “Social Defenses”, including preventative vaccination, in public health policy.

keywords: influenza, excess death, pandemics, non-pandemics, epidemics, Asian influenza, Hong Kong influenza
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