UK health officials probe Lassa fever case following recent travel from Nigeria
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Health officials in the UK are actively seeking contacts of an individual who travelled to England from Nigeria while unwell with Lassa fever, a serious and potentially contagious illness. The diagnosis was confirmed after the individual returned to Nigeria following their stay in the UK at the end of February. The UK Health Security Agency (UKHSA) was notified in accordance with the International Health Regulations.
In addressing concerns surrounding the case, the UKHSA reassured the public that "Lassa fever does not spread easily between people, and the overall risk to the UK population is very low." Currently, the agency is focused on identifying individuals who may have been in close contact with the affected person while they were in the UK to provide guidance on appropriate medical care and testing.
Dr Meera Chand, Deputy Director at the UK Health Security Agency, stated: "Our Health Protection Teams are working at pace to get in touch with people who were in contact with this individual while they were in England, to ensure they seek appropriate medical care and testing should they develop any symptoms." 
Lassa fever, caused by the Lassa virus, is mainly transmitted through exposure to food or household items contaminated with the urine or faeces of infected rats, a common vector in much of West Africa, where the disease is endemic. The virus can also be transmitted between individuals through contact with infected bodily fluids, which can include blood and other secretions.
The symptoms of Lassa fever can range significantly in severity, beginning with mild symptoms such as fever, fatigue, and headache. In about 80% of cases, the infection is either mild or asymptomatic. Severe cases can lead to a variety of complications, including respiratory distress and bleeding. Statistically, the disease has a fatality rate of approximately 1% to 3% in cases diagnosed, though this rate is higher among hospitalised patients, particularly in pregnant women, where the mortality rate for unborn children can reach as high as 90%.
Historically, instances of Lassa fever in the UK have been exceedingly rare, with fewer than a dozen cases recorded since surveillance began. The last known case was reported in 2022 following a cluster of infections in Bedfordshire, where three members of a family returning from West Africa were affected, one of whom died.
As of now, health chiefs continue to emphasise that the general public's risk remains low, and the agency is taking steps to manage and monitor the situation closely.
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