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Canterbury’s Explosive Outbreak: Should the MenB Vaccine Be Mandatory?
Health officials are finally seeing a plateau in the unprecedented meningitis B outbreak that has gripped Kent over the last month. With 21 confirmed cases and two tragic deaths, the UK Health Security Agency (UKHSA) is now facing a pivotal question: is it time to give every young person the needle?
Meningitis is a devastating condition where the clingfilm-like protective membranes surrounding the brain and spinal cord – the meninges – become inflamed. Although some social media posts have called this a “brain flu virus”, the Canterbury strain is actually caused by the Neisseria meningitidis bacterium.
The science bit
The vaccine works through the primary immune response:
1. Antigens (harmless fragments of the germs) are injected.
2. White blood cells (lymphocytes) identify these foreign markers.
3. The cells produce antibodies – specialised proteins that fit the antigens like a lock and key. 
4. Memory cells remain in the blood, giving the body a heads up for the future. If the real bugs show up, then the body can produce a massive secondary response before symptoms even start.
The B strain: a gap in the shield?
Although many assume that if you get all your vaccinations you are covered against everything, the Canterbury disaster has exposed a significant gap. There are several strains of Neisseria meningitidis, identified by letters such as A, B, C, W and Y. The current outbreak was identified as meningococcal group B (MenB).
This is a particularly nasty customer. According to the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, MenB accounted for many of the meningococcal cases across Europe in 2024. Since 2015, in the UK, all babies are offered the MenB vaccine. However, older teenagers usually only receive the MenACWY vaccine. This means that many young people are protected against four strains but remain vulnerable to the very one currently doing the rounds.
The verdict
People who want to give unvaccinated teenagers the MenB vaccine point to herd immunity. If 95% of young people are jabbed, then the bacteria cannot find enough hosts to jump between, effectively shielding those who are too ill to be vaccinated. Opponents argue that because the disease is still relatively rare, this is a step too far. But I would argue that this is vital in order to protect our young people.
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