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Idaho Health Officials Urge Parents to Check Children’s Immunization Records
State’s Low Immunization Rate Raises Concern for Possible Disease Outbreaks
Idaho public health officials urge parents to check their children’s immunization records to ensure they are up-to-date for disease protection following a national survey showing Idaho has the third-lowest rate of immunizations in the nation. According to the National Immunization Survey, Idaho’s immunization rate for children ages 19-35 months is 65.6%, compared to a national average of 77.4% of children being fully immunized. Low immunization rates can lead to a greater risk of children contracting and becoming seriously ill from preventable diseases. 

“In the past, we were concerned we might see small pockets of disease surface in our state because of low immunization rates,” says Dr. Christine Hahn M.D., Idaho State Epidemiologist. “With our rate dipping to 65%, we’re worried we could see broader outbreaks spreading in the state.”
Immunizations are one of the greatest public health success stories of the 20th century. Vaccinations have almost eliminated polio, diphtheria, measles and other communicable diseases as threats to children in the United States. However, all of these diseases are still prevalent in other parts of the world and can be carried by international travelers to any Idaho community. 

“We are currently seeing the highest number of measles cases in our nation since 1996,” Dr. Hahn says. “Idaho has the lowest rate of measles vaccination in the nation, and we could have an outbreak just as easily as the states of Washington or Illinois recently had.”

Idaho’s Immunization Program is aggressively promoting and educating medical providers about immunizations and ways to talk to parents about common concerns. The state is implementing an awareness campaign that includes messages on radio, television, billboards and buses. Along with this, Idaho medical providers are forming a statewide coalition to focus on improving immunization rates; one of the areas they will focus on is educating parents about immunizations.  
(more)
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Parents are concerned that Thimerosal (a type of mercury) contributed to an increase in autism rates. Although mercury was removed from all children’s vaccines in 2001, some parents are still led to believe vaccines can cause autism. No correlation has been made between vaccines and autism. 

Parents also worry that multiple vaccines given during a medical visit can strain a children’s immune system. “The germs a child picks up by sucking on the handle of a shopping cart while being wheeled around a grocery store is going to cause a greater immune response than multiple vaccinations,” says Rebecca Coyle, Idaho Immunization program manager. “It is very important for parents to become educated about vaccines so they can make thoughtful and informed decisions for their children. None of us want to see children become ill or die from preventable diseases.”

To make vaccination as easy and economical as possible, the state purchases children’s vaccines and distributes them to medical providers. These providers charge an administration fee for vaccines, but no children are denied vaccines if a parent cannot afford to pay the administration fee. The state also has instituted a statewide immunization registry, called the Immunization Reminder Information System (IRIS), which contains the immunization records for nearly 400,000 Idaho residents.

“We are planning to visit two-thirds of our 330 medical offices that administer vaccines this year, to not only share the latest vaccine information, but also show them how they can use the IRIS registry to generate reminder cards to parents when a vaccine is missed,” Coyle says. “IRIS is a powerful tool for providers to remind patients of missing immunizations, and for parents who might have misplaced an immunization record.” 

While the state Immunization Program, medical providers and district health departments continue to work to improve immunization rates, Coyle says the key is parents. “Our immunization rates are unacceptable, for they mean we have young children who are needlessly vulnerable to serious and debilitating diseases,” Coyle says. “We implore parents to check their children’s records and talk to their healthcare provider if they have any concerns. Immunizations save lives.”

For more information about vaccinations, please visit: 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention      www.cdc.gov/vaccines
Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia          www.vaccine.chop.edu
Parents of Kids with Infectious Diseases   www.pkids.org
Immunize Action Coalition     www.immunize.org 

If a parent is unsure of their children’s vaccination records, they can contact their healthcare provider. 

(Editors: For more information about immunizations please call IDHW’s Tom Shanahan at 334-0668, or your local Public Health District public information officer.)

