Avian Influenza

Avian Influenza (AI) or "Bird Flu" is a highly contagious viral infection affecting the respiratory, digestive and/or nervous system of birds. It can affect all species of birds and can manifest itself in different ways depending mainly on ability of the virus to cause disease and on the species affected. It is a disease that primarily affects birds, and it does not easily cross from birds to humans. People that have been infected had been in very close contact with live or dead infected birds, principally domestic poultry in backyards.

Poultry meat and eggs in the EU are safe to eat. This is because strict food safety and veterinary measures are in place to prevent meat or eggs from unhealthy animals entering the food chain. In any case, even in the very unlikely event of the virus being present in meat or eggs sold in the EU, thorough cooking destroys the virus, so well cooked meat and eggs pose no risk. 
What should I do to help control bird flu?

The risk to the general public of catching the H5N1 virus from live animal’s or from poultry products is very low and there is no need to change food consumption habits or travel plans.

People who keep birds such as chickens, ducks and geese near where they live need not be overly alarmed, but they should be aware of the risks. In particular, they should:

· Notify the authorities if unusually high numbers of dead wild birds are seen or if any of their birds get sick or die under unusual circumstances. In such cases, people must not touch dead or sick birds themselves.

· Keep the birds out of their home and follow good hygiene rules – in particular, hand washing with soap when in contact with birds or bird excrement.

· Discourage their children from playing with the birds and teach them to tell an adult if they see sick or dead birds.

· Make sure children in particular understand the rules of basic hygiene.

· Never slaughter or eat sick or dying birds, as this could carry greater risk.

It is very unlikely that other members of the public would be in contact with infected birds. The following good sense precautions are sufficient:

· Don't touch sick or dead wild birds or poultry and inform your local district veterinary office if you find any suspicious numbers of dead or ill birds.

· Follow the normal rules of good hygiene - i.e. wash your hands with soap after contact with birds or their droppings

It is a notifiable disease and suspect cases must be notified to the district veterinary office.
Types of avian influenza

There are many different strains and sub-types of the disease, some more pathogenic and destructive than others. Influenza infections in birds are divided in two groups on the basis of their pathogenicity:

· Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI): spreads rapidly causing serious disease with high mortality (up to 100% within 48 hours) 

· Low Pathogenic Avian Influenza (LPAI): causing generally a mild disease, may easily go undetected 

The two types of pathogenicity result in very different forms of disease, and should not be confused. The Asian H5N1 (HPAI) strain of avian influenza is the virus currently responsible for many outbreaks worldwide. It spreads very rapidly amongst birds, causing serious disease with a high mortality rate in the animals affected. Wild birds often carry avian influenza viruses without showing any symptoms, and are considered to be the main “reservoirs” of avian flu. Evidence suggests wild birds often introduce the virus into an area, transmitting the disease either through direct contact with other birds or indirectly by contaminating soil and water with infected faeces. 

History and spread of the disease

Avian influenza was known as "fowl plague". It first appeared in Italy more than 100 years ago (around 1878). Avian influenza was first recognized in the United States in 1924-25. It occurred again in 1929. It was eradicated both times. Outbreaks due to HPAI were recorded in the Pennsylvania area, USA, in the years 1983-84. A serious outbreak of HPAI (H7N7 virus) in the Netherlands in 2003, spreading to Belgium and Germany, affected some 250 farms and necessitated the slaughter of more than 28 million poultry. There were also a small number of cases of avian influenza in the USA and Canada early in 2004. The USA strain in Texas was, however, identified as H5N2, not the same as the strain in South-East Asia and the strain in Canada was H7. 

The first outbreaks of the highly pathogenic strain of H5N1 avian influenza were actively reported in South-East Asia in 2003, although the virus was most likely to have been circulating in the region since as early as 1996. Avian flu is still endemic in this region and eradication is proving extremely difficult. Starting in spring 2005, the virus spread northwards, affecting birds in northern China, Mongolia, Russia and Kazakhstan. By the end of 2005, it was clear that the Asian strain of the H5N1 virus had also arrived in Europe, with Croatia, Romania, Turkey, Ukraine and the European part of Russia all affected by the virus to varying extents. Many African and Middle Eastern countries also began reporting confirmed cases of H5N1 avian influenza in the first half of 2006. Early 2006 saw a significant outbreak of the virus in domestic poultry in Turkey, and by February 2006, the disease was also being reported in wild birds in a number of EU Member States, Bulgaria and other Balkan countries. 
A series of wild bird outbreaks have occurred across Europe. In the EU, a few sporadic outbreaks have occurred since 2006 which have so far been successfully contained. An outbreak of H5N1 Avian Influenza was confirmed in poultry in Upper Holton, Suffolk, in February 2007 and in East Anglia, November 2007. English authorities confirmed on 26 January that a sixth mute swan collected on 21 January as part of wild bird surveillance in the same area in Dorset has tested positive for H5N1 Avian Influenza. There is currently no evidence to suggest widespread disease in the wild bird population. Live swans were also sampled on the premises and all results are negative.
Control Measures in place in the EU
Measures to prevent and control avian influenza are coordinated at EU level. There are preventive measures against avian influenza which must be implemented by all the Member States and surveillance for the disease has been increased. Prescribed measures must be enacted by national authorities if there is a suspected or confirmed case of highly pathogenic avian influenza in either wild birds or domestic flocks in their territories. These measures include the establishment of a protection and surveillance zone, and the creation of additional buffer zones in high-risk areas around them. All birds on the infected holding must be culled and destroyed (derogation for certain captive birds, such as zoo or ornamental birds). In the surveillance zone, there is a ban on the movement of live birds and meat and strict bio-security measures, such as disinfection, must be applied. EU import bans have also been placed on potentially risky poultry products and susceptible imports from third countries with H5N1 outbreaks.
