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Pneumococcal disease is an infectious 

disease caused by the bacteria 

Streptococcus pneumoniae. The bacteria 

can infect different parts of the body such as 

the sinuses (sinusitis), the ear (otitis media), 

the lungs (pneumonia), the blood 

(septicaemia) and the meninges around the 

brain (meningitis). 

The disease can be life threatening 

especially in the elderly and children under 5 

years old and may result in long term health 

problems. 

Around 150 pre-school children get severe 

invasive pneumococcal disease each year in 

New Zealand and many more are 

hospitalised with pneumonia. 

What are the symptoms? 

Early stages of serious (invasive) 

pneumococcal infections may seem like 

influenza but can very quickly become 

worse. The symptoms vary but may include 

fever with shaking chills, chest pain, cough 

with phlegm, shortness of breath and rapid 

breathing. 

A baby or child may have a fever, be crying 

or unsettled, refuse drinks or feeds, vomit, be 

sleepy, floppy or difficult to wake, dislike 

bright light, have a rash or spots. 

How is it caught? 

The bacteria are carried in the nose and 

throat and are easily passed from person to 

person by coughing, sneezing and close 

contact. 

Who is most at risk? 

The risk of serious disease is highest in 

babies, young children and the elderly, and 

those with other health conditions. However, 

all healthy children under the age of 5 years 

are at risk, particularly those attending early 

childhood services or living in overcrowded 

conditions. Infection is more frequent in 

autumn and winter. 

 

 

 

How is it prevented? 

Most babies are born with some protection 

against the bacteria because they have 

antibodies from the mother. However, by 6 

weeks of age this protection decreases.  

Babies do not develop  protection against 

pneumococcal bacteria until about 2 years 

old. 

The best way to protect from pneumococcal  

disease is by vaccination. Four doses are 

given to children as part of the National 

Immunisation Schedule between 6 weeks 

and 15 months of age. It prevents almost all 

the serious infections caused by the 7 most 

common strains of pneumococcal bacteria. It 

can also help prevent against a small 

percentage of ear infections. Pneumococcal 

immunisation programmes also help protect 

the rest of the community. 

Apart from vaccination, it is also advisable to 

have good hygiene practices such as 

covering coughs and sneezes, hand washing 

and avoiding smoking and overcrowded 

living conditions. 

Who should have the vaccine? 

Pneumococcal vaccinations are free for 

children as part of the National Immunisation 

Schedule. There are also certain conditions 

for which it is recommended although it is 

only free for some people. 

The vaccine is recommended for those who 

have had an episode of invasive 

pneumococcal disease before or with 

conditions such as: 

 severe asthma, 

 a compromised immune system, 

 having no spleen or with a non-functioning 

spleen, 

 certain chronic diseases, 

 a chronic cerebro-spinal fluid leak, 

 Down’s syndrome, and 

 people aged over 65 years. 

Your doctor or nurse can provide further 

information. 
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