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Avian Influenza (H5N1)
Frequently Asked Questions

The following information has been taken from the Orange County Health Care Agency Public Health Services and the World Health Organization 
websites regarding Avian Influenza.

Current phase of pandemic influenza alert, according to the World Health Organization: Phase 3 - new virus, no or very limited person-to-person transmission 

What is avian influenza?
Avian influenza, or “bird flu”, is a contagious disease of animals caused by viruses that normally infect only birds and, less commonly, pigs. Avian influenza viruses are highly species-specific, but have, on rare occasions, crossed the species barrier to infect humans.

In domestic poultry, infection with avian influenza viruses causes two main forms of disease, distinguished by low and high extremes of virulence. The so-called “low pathogenic” form commonly causes only mild symptoms (ruffled feathers, a drop in egg production) and may easily go undetected. The highly pathogenic form is far more dramatic. It spreads very rapidly through poultry flocks, causes disease affecting multiple internal organs, and has a mortality that can approach 100%, often within 48 hours.

What does H5N1 stand for?
There are three types of influenza: Type A, Type B and Type C. Of the three, Type A is the deadliest.  The Type A virus is classified into subtypes by two proteins that appear on the surface of the viral particles, Haeagglutinin and Neuramidase. There are 15 varieties of Haeagglutinin and nine varieties of Neuramidase, creating 135 possible varieties of Type A influenza. The deadly avian flu circulating now is classified as H5N1.  H5 and H7 viruses are introduced to poultry flocks in their low pathogenic form. When allowed to circulate in poultry populations, the viruses can mutate, usually within a few months, into the highly pathogenic form. This is why the presence of an H5 or H7 virus in poultry is always cause for concern, even when the initial signs of infection are mild.

What are the implications for human health?
The widespread persistence of H5N1 in poultry populations poses two main risks for human health.

The first is the risk of direct infection when the virus passes from poultry to humans, resulting in very severe disease. Of the few avian influenza viruses that have crossed the species barrier to infect humans, H5N1 has caused the largest number of cases of severe disease and death in humans. Unlike normal seasonal influenza, where infection causes only mild respiratory symptoms in most people, the disease caused by H5N1 follows an unusually aggressive clinical course, with rapid deterioration and high fatality. Primary viral pneumonia and multi-organ failure are common. In the present outbreak, more than half of those infected with the virus have died. Most cases have occurred in previously healthy children and young adults.

A second risk, of even greater concern, is that the virus – if given enough opportunities – will change into a form that is highly infectious for humans and spreads easily from person to person. Such a change could mark the start of a global outbreak (a pandemic).

Where have current human cases occurred?
In the current outbreak, laboratory-confirmed human cases have been reported in ten countries: Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Iraq, Thailand, Turkey, Vietnam, Egypt, Azerbaijan, Djibouti.
NOTE: No confirmed H5N1 cases have been reported in North America, South America, Australia, or the South Pacific.
How do people become infected?
Direct contact with infected poultry, or surfaces and objects contaminated by their feces, is presently considered the main route of human infection. To date, most human cases have occurred in rural or peri-urban areas where many households keep small poultry flocks, which often roam freely, sometimes entering homes or sharing outdoor areas where children play. As infected birds shed large quantities of virus in their feces, opportunities for exposure to infected droppings or to environments contaminated by the virus are abundant under such conditions. Moreover, because many households in Asia depend on poultry for income and food, many families sell or slaughter and consume birds when signs of illness appear in a flock, and this practice has proved difficult to change. Exposure is considered most likely during slaughter, de-feathering, butchering, and preparation of poultry for cooking.

Is it safe to eat poultry and poultry products?
Yes, though certain precautions should be followed in countries currently experiencing outbreaks. In areas free of the disease, poultry and poultry products can be prepared and consumed as usual (following good hygienic practices and proper cooking), with no fear of acquiring infection with the H5N1 virus.

In areas experiencing outbreaks, poultry and poultry products can also be safely consumed provided these items are properly cooked and properly handled during food preparation. The H5N1 virus is sensitive to heat. Proper temperatures used for cooking will kill the virus. Consumers need to be sure that all parts of the poultry are fully cooked (no “pink” parts) and that eggs, too, are properly cooked (no “runny” yolks).

Consumers should also be aware of the risk of cross-contamination. Juices from raw poultry and poultry products should never be allowed, during food preparation, to touch or mix with items eaten raw. When handling raw poultry or raw poultry products, persons involved in food preparation should wash their hands thoroughly and clean and disinfect surfaces in contact with the poultry products.  Soap and hot water are sufficient for this purpose.

In areas experiencing outbreaks in poultry, raw eggs should not be used in foods that will not be further heat-treated as, for example by cooking or baking.

Avian influenza is not transmitted through cooked food. To date, no evidence indicates that anyone has become infected following the consumption of properly cooked poultry or poultry products, even when these foods were contaminated with the H5N1 virus.

Does the virus spread easily from birds to humans?
No. Though more than 100 human cases have occurred in the current outbreak, this is a small number compared with the huge number of birds affected and the numerous associated opportunities for human exposure, especially in areas where backyard flocks are common. It is not presently understood why some people, and not others, become infected following similar exposures.

What is the status of vaccine development and production?
Vaccines effective against a pandemic virus are not yet available. Vaccines are produced each year for seasonal influenza but will not protect against pandemic influenza. Although a vaccine against the H5N1 virus is under development in several countries, no vaccine is ready for commercial production and no vaccines are expected to be widely available until several months after the start of a pandemic.  Current anti-viral drugs may or may not be effective in treating the disease.
 What concerns are there for worldwide travel?
The CDC does not currently recommend avoiding travel to any of the H5N1-affected countries. However, prior to any international travel, please consult with the CDC’s Travelers’ Health web page (http://www.cdc.gov/travel), your primary healthcare provider, or a travel clinic to make sure that you have received all the necessary vaccinations and are aware of the precautions needed while abroad. While in areas affected by H5N1, avoid direct contact with poultry, places where poultry are raised or kept (e.g., poultry farms and bird markets), and surfaces contaminated with poultry droppings or secretions. Wash your hands frequently, or use alcohol-based hand gels (you’ll need to bring them with you) when soap and water are not available or hands are not visibly soiled. After you return, monitor your health for 10 days. If you become ill with fever and cough or difficulty breathing, or if you develop any illness during this period, consult a health care provider immediately and inform them of your symptoms and where you traveled.
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