Laryngectomees and Coronavirus
Are Laryngectomees In The Vulnerable Group?
· Laryngectomees breathe through a stoma, a hole in the neck. This offers a direct route to the lungs. 
· The stoma is usually covered, and most frequently with a heat and moisture exchanger (HME) cassette which provides some protection. Additionally, some HMEs have high bacterial and viral filtration properties. 
· However the HME needs to be touched when employing valve speech, stopping air emerging from the stoma directing it through the speech valve instead. 
· The HME may also need to be removed from time to time to clear mucous obstructing breathing and preventing valve speech; hence hand hygiene is very important for laryngectomees.
Vulnerable Groups
NHS England provides a list of groups vulnerable to coronavirus
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/people-at-higher-risk/whos-at-higher-risk-from-coronavirus
The list does not specifically include laryngectomees but it is stated clearly that the list is not exclusive. 
In the Spring of 2020 the webpage stated that everyone entitled to a free annual influenza jab was in the vulnerable group. Laryngectomees have long been eligible for this vaccination regardless of age. (This advice is omitted now because the age qualification for a free jab has recently been lowered from 65 to 50.)
What is the expert view?
NALC is a partner of the National Tracheostomy Safety Project (NTSP), which is the principal source of safety advice for neckbreathers – people with a tracheostomy or laryngectomy. Their complete advice regarding Covid is available here:
http://www.tracheostomy.org.uk/storage/files/NTSP%20Advice%20for%20patients%20with%20a%20tracheostomy%20in%20the%20Coronavirus%20pandemic.pdf
They state:
Just having a tracheostomy or a laryngectomy can increase the risk of a person catching coronavirus, spreading the infection and there is an increased chance that a person will be more severely affected by COVID-19 if they already have a tracheostomy or a laryngectomy. This information is based on consensus expert opinion from many of the organisations that represent the staff groups who care for patients with tracheostomies and laryngectomies.
Whilst you may feel perfectly well, and function entirely independently with your tracheostomy or laryngectomy, the fact that you have an altered airway makes you more vulnerable than someone with a ‘normal’ airway. 
Leading clinicians’ professional bodies and patient groups, including NALC and the NTSP, wrote to NHS England to ask them to consider classifying those with tracheostomies and laryngectomies as extremely vulnerable. The request for all laryngectomees to be in the extremely vulnerable group was denied but many were included later when their individual circumstances were examined. However, it is clear that the clinical opinion is that laryngectomees are in the vulnerable group at least.
International Opinion
https://www.headandneck.org/navigating-the-covid-19-crisis/
In the USA the Head and Neck Cancer Alliance provides the following information:
Laryngectomy patients and those with tracheostomies: These individuals are likely at higher risk of becoming infected with COVID-19 due to the increased exposure of their airway. These individuals should observe special precautions. 
Are Laryngectomees In The Extremely Vulnerable Group?
As mentioned above, NHS England declined to add all laryngectomees to this group. However many individuals were added because of the severe problems they have to manage after their operation or because of additional medical factors and co-morbidities.
The difference between the two groups, for the patient, are the additional support that may be available and the extra limitations recommended concerning activities and social contacts.
Laryngectomees and Covid Vaccination
Nine high priority groups have been identified which will be the first to get the vaccination. Most laryngectomees will qualify through their age. The 4th priority group, expected to be vaccinated during February, includes over-70s and the extremely vulnerable group. The 6th group comprises those with serious underlying health conditions i.e. those vulnerable to Covid.
NALC would expect all laryngectomees to have been vaccinated by the completion of the programme for the 6th group.
Advice for Younger Laryngectomees (under 65s)
NALC offers this advice to assist anyone concerned that they may not get a Covid Vaccination at the appropriate time.
· Ask your GP in which priority group they would place you for the vaccination.
· If you feel proper account has not been taken of your circumstances and you are not in at least the 6th group, ask your hospital consultant, CNS or SLT if they will support a request to your GP to amend this.
· Contact the NALC Office for further advice if you have no success in being placed in the 6th group.
In providing this advice we are assuming that GPs will be in a position to influence the vaccination programme as they were last year in recommending patients for shielding support.
Please feel free to share this document with your GP if you think it may be helpful.
General advice regarding Covid is available here    http://hnchelp.org.uk/?page_id=25 
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