
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 

Health chiefs issue warning as childhood respiratory 
infections rise in the West Midlands ahead of winter 

 

 Respiratory infections in young children have begun to rise out-of-season, 

following low infection levels in response to COVID-19 restrictions and good 

infection control measures that have been in place. 

 Parents are being encouraged to look out for symptoms of severe infection 

in at-risk children, including a high temperature of 37.8°C or above (fever), 

a dry and persistent cough, difficulty feeding, rapid or noisy breathing 

(wheezing). 

 The NHS is preparing for a rise in children needing treatment.  

 Through the Respiratory DataMart surveillance system, positivity of 

samples tested for RSV nationally has increased over the last 5 consecutive 

weeks and now stands at 8.9% 

 

Health chiefs in the West Midlands region, as across the rest of England, are 

encouraging parents to be aware of the signs of respiratory illnesses in young children, 

as data from Public Health England (PHE) shows cases are starting to rise in parts of 

the country1. 

 

Respiratory illnesses, including colds and respiratory syncytial virus (RSV) are very 

common in young children and we see them every year. 

 

Last winter, due to the various restrictions in place to reduce the spread of COVID-19, 

there were far fewer infections in younger people. This means many will not have 

developed immunity and so we may see more cases this year than in a typical season. 

For the majority of children, these illnesses will not be serious, and they will soon 

recover following rest and plenty of fluids.  

                                                      
 
 
 
1 Link to latest surveillance data 
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RSV is a very common virus and almost all children are infected with it by the time they 

are 2 years old. In older children and adults, RSV may cause a cough or cold. 

 

However, some children under 2, especially those born prematurely or with a heart 

condition, can suffer more serious consequences from these common infections such 

as bronchiolitis, an inflammatory infection of the lower airways – which can make it 

hard to breath. 

 

The early symptoms of bronchiolitis are similar to those of a common cold but can 

develop over a few days into a high temperature of 37.8°C or above (fever), a dry and 

persistent cough, difficulty feeding, rapid or noisy breathing (wheezing). 

 

Most cases of bronchiolitis are not serious and clear up within 2 to 3 weeks, but you 

should contact your GP or call NHS 111 if: 

 You are worried about your child. 

 Your child has taken less than half their usual amount during the last 2 or 3 

feeds, or they have had a dry nappy for 12 hours or more. 

 Your child has a persistent high temperature of 37.8C or above. 

 Your child seems very tired or irritable. 

 

Dial 999 for an ambulance if: 

 your baby is having difficulty breathing. 

 your baby's tongue or lips are blue. 

 there are long pauses in your baby's breathing. 

 

While still at low numbers, respiratory infections in young children are expected to rise 

this summer and as we go into the winter months.  

 

Health Minister, Lord Bethell said: “I remember the long nights in hospital when my 

8-week old daughter fought off RSV. The image of her tiny body plugged into those 

machines and gasping for air will not leave me. I would not wish those moments for 

anyone. I urge all parents and carers to be alert to the signs of RSV, particularly 

amongst young children. It's a nasty bug, so watch out for it.” 

 

Katie Spence, Director of Health Protection for Public Health England (PHE) in 

the West Midlands, said: “This winter, we expect levels of common seasonal illnesses 

such as cold and flu to increase as people in the West Midlands mix more, and given 

that fewer people will have built up natural immunity during the pandemic. 

 

“Children under 2 are at a particular risk of severe infections from common seasonal 

illnesses. If a child under two is suffering from a cold, keep a close eye on their 

symptoms and make sure to contact your doctor if they get a high temperature, become 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/blue-skin-or-lips-cyanosis/
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breathless or have difficulty feeding. It’s important that we carry on with good hygiene 

habits that we’ve become used to during the pandemic, in order to protect ourselves 

and those around us.” 

 

Ruth May, Chief Nursing Officer for England, said: “For most children these 

illnesses won’t be serious and they will soon bounce back, but if you do need medical 

help for your child, especially if they are under two, please do come forward for the 

care you need. 

 

“The NHS has detailed plans in place for a wide range of scenarios ahead of winter 

and will continue to adapt them as needed, in line with the guidance from Public Health 

England.” 

 

NHS England began planning for the potential rise in paediatric respiratory infections 

in April 2021, with paediatric units bringing forward their usual winter planning, 

escalation and emergency processes which will support an increased capacity in terms 

of beds, workforce and ward supplies.  

 

As part of NHS preparedness and in response to summer case detections by PHE 

surveillance, the offer of the preventative medicine palivizumab has been brought 

forward from the usual October start date and the number of doses has been extended 

from 5 to 7. It will also be offered to young children who are at the highest risk of 

complications from RSV, reducing the risk of hospitalisation in those most vulnerable.  

 

As part of NHS preparedness and in response to summer case detections by PHE 

surveillance, the offer of the preventative medicine palivizumab has been brought 

forward from the usual October start date and the number of doses has been extended 

from 5 to 7. It will also be offered to young children who are at the highest risk of 

complications from RSV, reducing the risk of hospitalisation in those most vulnerable.  

 

This follows advice from the Joint Committee on Vaccination and Immunisation (JCVI). 

PHE has also extended its surveillance system to ensure early signals of respiratory 

illnesses are being reported from a sample of NHS trusts. This usually ends in May 

and resumes in October but will now continue into the summer months. 

 
For more information contact PHE West Midlands press office on 
0121 232 9223/4 Out Of Hours 07834 311 393 
 
 

Notes to Editors 
 
1. Palivizumab is an injection of ready-made antibodies to help the body fight off RSV 

infection. It is given to high-risk premature babies, and other high-risk under 2s, such as 
some with serious heart or lung conditions or immune disorders.  
 

2. Respiratory DataMart is a sentinel laboratory surveillance tool, monitoring samples tested 
from 16 laboratories in England. 
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3. For further information on Bronchiolitis visit Bronchiolitis - NHS (www.nhs.uk) 
 
4. Public Health England (PHE) exists to protect and improve the nation’s health and 

wellbeing and reduce health inequalities. We do this through world-leading science, 
knowledge and intelligence, advocacy, partnerships and the delivery of specialist public 
health services. We are an executive agency of the Department of Health and Social Care, 
and a distinct delivery organisation with operational autonomy. We provide government, 
local government, the NHS, Parliament, industry and the public with evidence-based 
professional, scientific and delivery expertise and support. 
 
Website: www.gov.uk/phe   Facebook: www.facebook.com/PublicHealthEngland 
Follow us on Twitter @PHE_UK   @PHE_WestMids 

 
 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nhs.uk%2Fconditions%2Fbronchiolitis%2F&data=04%7C01%7CAnthony.White%40phe.gov.uk%7C300e13b34d4b45352d1208d94cf22383%7Cee4e14994a354b2ead475f3cf9de8666%7C0%7C0%7C637625425125268932%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=FJ%2FuBsTZa7hOs0HoGKwCPjMuS9k%2FnV9IdEUHYziS3HM%3D&reserved=0

