Avian Flu – Update 6 February, 2004
The widespread Avian Flu (H5N1 strain) outbreak affecting poultry farming areas across Asia has prompted a number of queries regarding health risks for residents and travellers.  Our medical department has been closely monitoring reports and advice from the World Health Organisation, Centres for Disease Control (US) and local public health authorities.  Below is a brief update of the situation.

Current Situation and Health Risks
To date, outbreaks the H5N1 strain have been confirmed in poultry in the following countries (listed in order of reporting): Korea, Vietnam, Japan, Thailand, Cambodia, China, Laos and Indonesia.  (Taiwan and Pakistan have reported outbreaks of a less virulent strain of Avian Flu - not the H5N1 strain.)

The main impact of the H5N1 virus has been on birds in poultry farming areas.  However, the virus can also affect pigs and humans in direct contact with live poultry.  The ability of the virus to "jump" from birds to humans was first recognised in Hong Kong in 1997.

During this current outbreak, human cases have so far only been reported in Vietnam and Thailand.  As of 6 February, 15 cases have been reported in Vietnam and 5 cases in Thailand - of these 20 cases, 16 have died.  All are believed to have acquired the virus from direct contact with live poultry.   The possibility of human-to-human transmission was raised for two cases in northern Vietnam, but genetic studies on the viruses isolated from these cases have now been completed by the Government Virus Unit of Hong Kong’s Department of Health and both viruses are of avian origin.  There is no evidence of human-to-human spread of Avian Flu to date.  All the 18 cases occurring in Hong Kong in 1997 were linked to direct exposure to live poultry.

The main control strategy is to rapidly cull infected poultry and minimise direct contact with humans.  Also, vaccination of unexposed poultry in affected areas is being undertaken to create a buffer-zone and help contain the outbreaks.

In addition to the personal health risk posed to individuals in direct contact with live poultry, the WHO has a wider public health concern.  It is possible that persons currently infected by influenza virus could also acquire H5N1 and create the potential for "mixing" of the genetic material between the two viruses and the emergence of a new virulent form of influenza i.e. a virus with the virulence of H5N1 and the human-to-human infectivity of influenza.  This could result in a serious influenza pandemic affecting many people worldwide.  There is no evidence that this has happened yet - but it remains a possibly.  To minimise the risk of this "mixing" happening, WHO has recommended that all people in direct contact with live poultry be immunised with influenza vaccine.  The current influenza vaccine however, does not provide protection against the H5N1 strain of avian flu itself.  A vaccine against H5N1 suitable for humans is under development but will not be available for a number of months.

Food Safety
While trade restrictions have been put in place by some countries to protect animal health, on the basis of presently available data, WHO does not conclude that any processed poultry products (whole refrigerated or frozen carcasses and products derived from them) and eggs in or arriving from areas currently experiencing outbreaks of avian influenza H5N1 in poultry flocks pose a risk to public health.

It is well known that influenza viruses are killed by adequate heat. WHO emphasizes the importance of good hygiene practices during handling of poultry products, including hand washing, prevention of cross-contamination and thorough cooking (70°C).

Advice to international travellers 
WHO does not at present recommend any restrictions on travel to any country currently experiencing outbreaks of H5N1 avian infection in poultry flocks, including countries which have also reported cases in humans.

At this time, WHO recommends that travellers to areas experiencing outbreaks of this disease in poultry should avoid contact with live animal markets and poultry farms. Large amounts of the virus are known to be excreted in the droppings from infected birds, therefore even areas where poultry have been recently removed should be avoided.

Further information
The following web-sites have up-to-date and authoritative information and specific queries should be directed to your Regional Medical department:

WHO:  http://www.who.int/csr/disease/avian_influenza/en/
CDC(US):  http://www.cdc.gov/flu/avian/index.htm
