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INCIDENCE AND EPIDEMIOLOGY OF COMPLICATED VARICELLA ZOSTER VIRUS 
INFECTION IN IRISH CHILDREN: A NATIONAL SURVEY 

C. O Maoldomhnaigh, J. Mc Brien, K. Butler, P. Gavin 

Deaprtment of Infectious Disease, Our Lady's Children's Hospital, Dublin, Ireland 

Background: Chickenpox and shingles are normally mild self-limiting illnesses but can be 
associated with severe morbidity and mortality in neonates, immunocompromised and children 
with underlying medical conditions. Safe, effective vaccines are used, in many countries, for 
routine universal vaccination or programmes targeting at risk children. The decision to introduce 
such vaccines for Irish children is under review. 
 
Objectives: To estimate the incidence and characterise the epidemiology of complicated 
Varicella Zoster Virus (VZV) infection in Irish children.  
 
Methods: Complicated VZV infection was defined as any child admitted to hospital with 
complicated VZV infection. Throughout 2007, data were collected prospectively from 211 
paediatricians reporting to the Irish Paediatric Surveillance Unit, Hospital Inpatient Enquiry 
Systems and hospital infection control teams.  
 
Results: 194 children with complicated VZV infection were identified: 184 chickenpox; 10 
shingles. The majority were previously healthy (93%). The estimated incidence was 
19.9/100,000. Median age for chickenpox, 28.5 months (range, 2 months - 14.9 years) and 
shingles, 8.5 years (range, 18 months -17 years). Complications included: infection (skin/soft 
tissue, 68 [37%]; pneumonia/empyema, 7 [4%]; septicaemia, 3 [2%]; bone/joint, 2 [1%]); 
neurologic, 30 (16%); and metabolic, 2 (1%). Median length of stay, 4 days (range 1-35 days). 
Three required ICU admission. No deaths were reported.  
 
Conclusions: VZV infection causes significant morbidity in Irish children, the majority of whom 
are previously healthy. Prevention of such illnesses requires introduction of a universal 
vaccination strategy.  
 
 


