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Objective 

This study aimed to explore the effects of El Niño and La Niña events on the timing of influenza A peak activity in European 
countries. 

Introduction 

Influenza causes a significant burden to the world every year. In the temperate zone, influenza usually prevalent in the winter 
season, however, it is hardly predictable when the influenza epidemic will begin and when the peak activity will come. Influenza 
has a peak in early winter sometimes and a peak in late winter in another year. However, it is not well known what determines 
these epidemics timing, and the global climate change is expected to influence the timing of influenza epidemics. 

Methods 

The weekly influenza surveillance data of 5 European countries (UK, Norway, Germany, Greece, and Italy) from January 2005 to 
July 2018 were retrieved from WHO FluNET database. UK and Norway are considered the northern part of Europe, otherwise 
Germany, Greece, and Italy are considered western southern part. The El Niño southern oscillation (ENSO) were retrieved from 

Korean Meteorological Administration. We used the definition of El Niño as the positive sea surface temperature anomalies (≥0.5 
degree in Celcius), while La Niña events are negative anomalies (≤-0.5 degree) of 3 months moving average. The weeks with the 
highest activities of influenza A and B in each season were identified and coded as 1, 2, 3 if the peak appeared the 1st 2nd and 3rd 
week from the beginning of the year respectively. The influenza data of 2008/2009 and 2009/2010 were excluded from the analysis 
to eliminate the bias due to a pandemic influenza outbreak. We compared the means of these peak weeks according to the presence 
of the anomalies using the general linear model with Scheffe multiple comparison and Wilcoxon signed rank sum test. 

Results 

From January 2005 to July 2018, there were 3 El Niño and 5 La Niña events by the ENSO excluding 2009 El Niño. The influenza 

A peak activity was observed at 9th week (mean±SD, 8.7±4.8) from the beginning of the year in no anomaly event, but the peak 
appearance timing was significantly shortened to 6th week (6.2±2.7) and 5 week (5.1±3.9) when El Niño and La Niña events 
occurred, respectively (both p<0.05). Influenza A made the peak at usually 10 week (9.9±5.0) in northern 2 countries in no 
anomalies, but at 6th (6.4±3.9) week in any events of an anomaly in the surface sea temperature (p=0.072). In the southern 3 
countries, influenza peaks were observed at 8th (7.9±4.8) week in usual without anomalies, but at 5th (5.0±3.3) week in El Niño 
or La Niña events (p=0.049). 

Conclusions 

Both El Niño and La Niña affect the timing of influenza A peak activity; the ENSO associated the early emergency of peak influenza 

activities in European countries. 
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