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2.5.2   Employee Briefing (H5N1)
	The information on this page was written July 3rd, 2009. It should be reviewed and updated before distributing to employees. Refer to the International SOS Pandemic Preparedness website.


What is "bird flu?"

"Bird flu" is a term used to describe strains of influenza viruses that can infect domestic poultry flocks and wild birds.

Can bird flu infect humans?

Yes. The first reported case of human infection occurred in the USA in 1959, and was due to influenza A/H7N7. A number of different avian flu strains have infected humans since then. Generally, most strains have caused only mild disease in humans – except for A/H5N1, which can cause serious human illness. 

The first outbreak of influenza A/H5N1 in humans was in 1997, in Hong Kong. Eighteen people were infected, six of whom died. It “re-emerged” in 2003 and has infected hundreds of people in a number of different countries. It continues to infect young, previously healthy people and has a high death rate. 

How have humans contracted A/H5N1?

Most humans who have been infected appear to have caught the virus directly from infected poultry. The virus is contained in the secretions and excretions of infected birds, especially bird droppings (feces). Humans appear to become infected by touching infected feces, then accidentally ingesting or inhaling it. 

Some human cases cannot be traced back to infected poultry. It is believed that some of these people may have had contact with ducks that carry the virus. Ducks can shed H5N1 virus without showing any symptoms of illness.

There have been several cases of probable person-to-person transmission. People who caught the infection this way had close, unprotected contact with family members who were extremely ill with H5N1. As at July 2009, the H5N1 virus does NOT spread easily from human-to-human.

Is this the same virus that occurred in Hong Kong in 1997?

No. Although the strain has the same name, the virus has mutated and is slightly different.
Can bird flu (A/H5N1) develop the ability to be transmitted easily from person-to-person?

Yes, it is possible. International health authorities fear that the virus could mutate and become capable of rapid person-to-person transmission. One way this could happen is if human and bird flu viruses meet up and exchange genes. If a person is concurrently infected with both human AND bird flu, he or she can serve as a "mixing vessel" for gene exchange between the two viruses. A completely new influenza virus subtype might emerge, and it could have enough human genes to spread easily from person to person. An animal, such as a pig, could also serve as a “missing vessel”. 
Alternately, the virus may develop the ability to spread easily between humans without undergoing genetic mixing. Influenza viruses are, by their nature, constantly changing. Either way, the virus could spark a global epidemic, or pandemic. 

Is it safe to travel to countries reporting cases of avian flu?

Yes. Most people infected so far have had direct contact with infected birds, or unprotected contact with people who are very ill with bird flu. Travelers to areas where bird flu circulates should avoid markets that sell live birds, as well as poultry farms. 
What are the symptoms of bird flu?

Bird flu initially develops in the same way as an ordinary flu. Patients may experience a sudden fever, cough, sore throat and muscle pain. A severe lower respiratory tract infection (pneumonia) may then develop. Gastrointestinal symptoms, such as diarrhea, can also occur. Neurologic symptoms, such as headache and convulsions, have been involved in some cases.

Is it safe to eat poultry and eggs?

Yes, as long as they are thoroughly cooked.

Never ingest raw or semi-cooked poultry products, including raw duck blood. Some human cases have occurred after drinking raw duck blood. The virus has been detected in frozen, processed poultry from affected countries – so frozen meat must be handled with the same precautions as fresh meat. 

Influenza viruses are destroyed by heat. Any poultry, including eggs, should be thoroughly cooked prior to eating. Eggs must not be eaten "runny". 

Does the influenza vaccine protect against bird flu?

No. The seasonal influenza vaccine does not protect against the H5N1 virus. Nevertheless, travelers should consider having the current seasonal influenza vaccination to help prevent seasonal flu. 
Any person who might be exposed to the H5N1 virus, such as a poultry worker, should have the seasonal influenza vaccine to minimize the risk of co-infection with bird and human influenza viruses. 

When will a vaccine be produced?

Research to develop an effective vaccine against influenza A/H5N1 is progressing in a number of countries. Some vaccine manufacturers have commenced clinical trials. Nevertheless, a vaccine against a pandemic influenza virus cannot be produced until the virus emerges and a pandemic begins. Once this virus is identified, producing a vaccine against it will take 3-6 months. 

Can the disease be treated with drugs?

The antiviral drug Tamiflu is used to treat people with H5N1. It may be effective if taken in the early stages of infection.
International SOS websites for more information:

· Current Outbreak of A/H1N1:
http://www.internationalsos.com/pandemicpreparedness/SubCatLevel.aspx?li=3&languageID=ENG&subCatID=7
· Non-A/H5N1 Avian Influenza in Humans
http://www.internationalsos.com/pandemicpreparedness/SubCatLevel.aspx?li=5&languageID=ENG&subCatID=17
· H5N1 – Human-to-Human Spread
http://www.internationalsos.com/pandemicpreparedness/SubCatLevel.aspx?li=5&languageID=ENG&subCatID=14
· H5N1 Pandemic Vaccine
http://www.internationalsos.com/pandemicpreparedness/SubCatLevel.aspx?li=5&languageID=ENG&subCatID=13
· Antivirals
http://www.internationalsos.com/pandemicpreparedness/SubCatLevel.aspx?li=6&languageID=ENG&subCatID=19
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