Bird flu could kill 2 million Britons          

By Geoffrey Lean, Environment Editor, The Independent, 13 March 2005

Two million Britons could die in the bird flu pandemic that experts warn is both imminent and inevitable, one of the country's leading authorities has told The Independent on Sunday.

Professor Hugh Pennington, the president of the Society for General Microbiology and professor emeritus of bacteriology at Aberdeen University, also criticized the Government's "optimistic" attitude to a potentially devastating pandemic, likening it to official complacency over BSE a decade ago.

In the starkest warning yet over the potentially devastating impact of the pandemic, Professor Pennington said that the number of deaths has been greatly underestimated. He expects the flu - like the 1918 pandemic which killed more people than the First World War - to cause the deaths of many people from pneumonia "which we are still not very good at treating".

He said: "If the virus moves into people there will be no stopping it. It will be here before we know it." Ministers have sought to play down the potential impact of bird flu by saying that only some 50,000 people would die in Britain. But this has already been contradicted, by Scotland's chief medical officer, who says it would be 10 times worse.

Yesterday Vietnamese health officials revealed that a 41-year-old nurse who had cared for a bird flu victim in the country's northern Thai Binh province had contracted the disease, increasing fears that it is beginning to spread from person to person. She is the second nurse in a week to have gone down with the flu, which until now has mainly been caught from poultry. Experts have long warned that illness in health workers would be the first sign that the disease had begun to be infectious in humans, bringing a pandemic much closer.

Pandemics occur when a new virus, to which no one is immune, spreads rapidly among people. Experts are unanimous that this will inevitably happen with bird flu, though they are unable to predict when. The World Health Organization said: "The world is now in the gravest possible danger of a pandemic." Ministers admit that a pandemic would "rapidly" reach Britain thanks to air travel, and could not be prevented from spreading. They have ordered 14.6 million courses of an anti-viral drug, the only defense at present available.

But, as The Independent on Sunday revealed last week, the drugs will take up to two years to arrive. Professor Pennington is worried about the length of time and accused the Government of being "very relaxed" about the possibility of a pandemic. "They hope that by the time they have to spend money the problem will have gone away," he said. "It is rather reminiscent of BSE."

The Government expects one in every four people in the country to catch the flu, if the pandemic breaks out. But it officially predicts the death toll at "around 50,000" and stresses that this would be no more than the four times the normal annual flu death rate.

This appears to be based on two highly optimistic assumptions. First, it assumed that it will kill only 0.37 per cent of those it infects, an estimate based on normal flu. Second, the figure is based on just one wave of the flu. 

Bird flu mutates and now more infectious

By Geoffrey Lean, Environment Editor

01 May 2005
Deadly bird flu is mutating to spread from person to person, bringing a disastrous global pandemic closer, experts fear.

Evidence from South-east Asia suggests that the virus, which could kill tens of millions of people worldwide, is becoming less virulent, but at the same time more infectious to people.

Death rates from the virus have plunged in northern Vietnam, says the World Health Organisation (WHO), though it is still killing more of its victims than any previous outbreak. The instances where it appears to have spread from person to person are rising.

Six weeks ago, The Independent on Sunday revealed that the Government had told mortuaries and emergency services to prepare for up to 750,000 deaths from the disease in Britain. Flu pandemics occur when three developments take place: a virus emerges to which humans have little or no immunity; it is able to infect people; and it mutates to spread efficiently among them.

The bird flu virus - codenamed H5NI - has crossed the first two barriers, and experts fear it is now about to breach the third.

"It's a very different virus that might suddenly become extremely transmissible," said Peter Horby, of the WHO office in Hanoi.

He said that it was impossible to predict when that might happen, but there were "a number of indications" that the virus was already becoming more dangerous.

Ironically, one of the main ones is that the virus is becoming a less ruthless killer. By allowing more of its victims to survive, it enables them to live to infect other people.

Up to now about 70 per cent of those infected have died. But the WHO reports that the death rate in northern Vietnam has fallen to 20 per cent, though it has remained the same in the south of the country.

Even the reduced level would make it by far the worst flu pandemic ever to hit the world. "Spanish flu", which killed 40 million people in 1918, had a mortality rate of just 5 per cent.

A second ominous indication is that the flu has been widening its targets in northern Vietnam. Previously it mainly attacked children and young adults, but now it is affecting all age groups.

Third, while almost all previous victims have been infected directly by chickens or ducks, there is a steadily increasing number of clusters of disease, where it appears to have spread between people. There are now at least seven of these, almost all in the northern province of Haiphong. WHO officials say this is unprecedented.

Finally, the virus itself seems to have changed physically. Vietnamese health experts say that it has evolved in the north of the country by dropping an amino acid.

The US government's Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, which has analysed many of specimens of the virus from Vietnam, adds that new strains of it "are becoming more capable of causing disease for mammals".

Both it and the WHO stress that there is no conclusive proof yet that the virus is spreading efficiently between people. But scientists are agreed that it is only a matter of time before it does and that then jet travel will spread it rapidly around the globe. 

Fears That New Strain Of Bird Flu Will Kill Millions
 
By Geoffrey Lean
Environment Editor
The Independent - UK
6-12-5

International experts fear that bird flu is mutating into a strain that will cause a worldwide pandemic, killing many millions of people after the mass deaths of wild birds in China. 

  

Unconfirmed reports say that more than 100 people have also died, suggesting that the virus may have evolved to pass from person to person, breaking the final barrier preventing a worldwide catastrophe. 

  

The Chinese government, while denying the reports of human deaths, has adopted emergency measures in Xinjiang, its remote north-western province, and has sealed off affected areas with roadblocks and closed all nature reserves. 

  

"We are worried," says Noureddin Mona, of the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation's representatives in Beijing. "We should be prepared for the worst." 

  

Shigeru Omi, of the World Health Organisation's regional director for the western Pacific, says "the virus has become highly pathogenic to more and more species". 

  

"It remains unstable, unpredictable, and very versatile. 

  

"Anything can happen. Judging from the way the virus has behaved, it may have new and unpleasant surprises in store for us." 

  

Experts have long believed that the virus is spread by wild birds, but until now they have been thought to be immune to its effects. Last month, however, more than 1,000 were found to have died from the flu at the Qinghai Lake Nature Reserve. A second outbreak, in Tacheng city - on the border with Kazakhstan, 1,000 miles east of the lake - infected more than 1,000 domestic geese, of which 460 died. 

  

A Chinese-language website called Boxun News and an internet medical alert system called pro-MED report that 200 people have been infected, of whom 121 died. The two sites first alerted the world to the Sars outbreak in 2003 when the Chinese authorities denied it. 

  

China similarly denies that any people have been infected. But the government admits to alerting its heath departments around the province to prevent the spread of the disease and to opening special departments in hospitals for "screening patients with fever". 

  

©2005 Independent News & Media (UK) Ltd. 
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Spread of Bird Flu Boosts Pandemic Chances 
By EDITH M. LEDERER    Associated Press Writer

UNITED NATIONS (AP) -- The spread of bird flu from Asia to eastern Europe and now west Africa has increased the chance the virus will mutate and set off a pandemic, the U.N. bird flu chief said.

Dr. David Nabarro said there is no evidence yet of any change in the virus, which has killed at least 88 people since 2003.

Almost all the deaths have been linked to contact with infected poultry, but experts fear the virus could mutate into a form that spreads easily among humans, setting off a pandemic.

"Unfortunately, we cannot tell when the mutation might happen, or where it might happen, or how unpleasant the mutant virus will turn out to be," he said in an interview. "Nevertheless, we must remain on high alert for the possibility of sustained human-to-human virus transmission and of a pandemic starting at any time."

Nabarro said the arrival of bird flu in Nigeria should be "a strong wake-up call" to all countries to ensure that their veterinary services are on alert and report any instances of birds or poultry dying, and that health services quickly identify unexpected clusters of unexpected disease that could represent the start of a pandemic.

"We have got bird flu now in southeast Asia, central Asia, eastern Europe, and west Africa," he said. "Compared with eight months ago, this is a major extension of the avian influenza epidemic."

Nabarro said control measures put in place by countries have helped to contain the spread but bird flu is still expanding across the world "putting at risk the health of people who are living intimately with poultry and also adding to the overall load of the H5N1 virus."

He said it is the increase in the quantity of the virus in the world today that has boosted the overall chance of mutations, including a mutation that could cause a disease which could then spread through the human population.

"That's why we get so concerned about the spread of the virus, because we want to do everything we can to reduce the opportunity for mutation," Nabarro said.

He said one of the urgent needs is to establish how avian influenza reached west Africa.

"The likely means is by migrating wild birds traveling from north to south, and one of the main migratory routes passes from Siberia through the Black Sea area, including Crimea and on to west Africa," Nabarro said. "The alternative is that the virus arrived in birds that are being traded - and if that is the case they would have been smuggled as Nigeria had banned import of birds from avian influenza affected areas during the last two years."

U.N. experts have just received the genetic sequence of virus samples taken from the farm in Kaduna where the H5N1 strain of bird flu was discovered, he said.

Over the next few days, he said, the World Organization for Animal Health and the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization will try to match that sequence with the genetic sequence of viruses from birds in other countries affected by bird flu, he said.

"If it turns out that H5N1 was carried to west Africa by migratory birds, we need to be prepared for the possibility that within the next six months it could be brought back to the northern hemisphere - but perhaps along a different flyway," Nabarro said.

"And that could mean that countries in Western Europe and North American should be bracing themselves for the possible introduction of H5N1 avian influenza," he said.

Nabarro said the challenge facing governments throughout Africa "will be to pick up instances early of suspected bird flu, quarantine the affected farms and communities so that the birds are not moved in or out, and then to stamp out the infection through selective culling."

The single most important thing governments can do, he said, is to put a total ban on bird movements in any area where bird flu is suspected.

With several outbreaks of bird flu now confirmed in Nigeria, Nabarro said, there is a need for special vigilance in other countries on the west African coast including Togo, Ghana, Liberia and Sierra Leone.

Nabarro said he was delighted that the Nigerian government will pay compensation for birds killed, "but unfortunately that never truly replaces the lost chicken."

"The sadness is that this will directly affect poor people for whom a chicken is a short-term savings account with an excellent rate of interest, and they depend on their birds for getting cash at times of need," he said.

Nabarro also praised the action being taken by Nigeria's Ministry of Agriculture, "which appears to be firm and rapid," but he expressed concern that the scale of the problem could overwhelm authorities.

"For that reason, rapid international assistance to Nigeria and support to neighboring countries is critical and the decision by WHO and FAO to provide urgent extensive support is the right one," Nabarro said.
Bird flu virus found in Sweden

STOCKHOLM, Sweden (AP) - A deadly strain of bird flu has been found in wild birds in southern Sweden, authorities said Tuesday. 

However, Agriculture Ministry spokesman Anders Gronvall would not confirm that the H5N1 strain had been detected, saying only that "it is the form people have died from, the kind we have feared." 

Gronvall said the virus had been found in two dead birds near Oskarshamn, about 250 kilometres south of Stockholm. It was the first known cases of a deadly strain in Sweden.   

They're Fighting in England Over Bird Flu

The finest minds in Medicine have begun sparring over the use of nutraceuticals to combat the bird flu. I knew nothing of this fight when I wrote a day or two ago about strengthening the immune system as a way to combat this disease, virus, plague, or pandemic. You can take your choice of descriptives. 

A professor of complimentary medicine at the University of Exeter, Edzard Ernst, poo-pooed the idea that natural products found on the internet could protect against the avian flu. "Nothing within the area of complimentary medicine is of demonstrable effectiveness." 

Ya gotta love the geekspeak. 

The professor made his remarks at the Science Media Center, a Royal Institute, which is about a ten minute walk from Picadilly Circus in London. 

He went on to say, "Journalists ought to be very cautious when they hear that this or that plant kills something in a Petri dish." 

No sooner had Professor Ernst finished breaking wind, he was answered by Dr. Damien Dowling, president of the British Society for Ecological Medicine, and medical director of the Alliance for Natural Health. 

Whew! These titles will have rushing for some Instant Endurance. 

Downing said, "Why is Professor Ernst ignoring the extensive evidence base on the use of nutrition to prevent and relieve viral infections? 

Also, when it is self evident that supplies of vaccines and antiviral drugs will be too little, too late, it is alarming that no global or national health authorities have broached the subject of how people can support their immune system through the use of diet and food supplements in the event of a pandemic." 

The reason is simple, just as I wrote previously. The body count isn't high enough yet. 

The government also does not want to rock the boat with Big Pharma. 

The Big Pharma companies don't want anybody taking care of themselves with good nutrition and Dr. Dave's Immune Boost. The British government announced today a 33 million pound contract with two large pharmaceutical firms to produce Tamiflu and Relenza, two antiviral drug vaccines. 

If you're curious, and want to ask that age old question, "what's that in real money?" 

Almost $58 million. 

The pot is growing.

Canada tightens borders to halt bird flu

Travellers from Europe queried     Airport dogs join security efforts

RITA DALY   STAFF REPORTER

Canadian customs officials have beefed up inspections at entry points for travelers arriving from Europe, especially France, to keep the highly lethal H5N1 bird flu strain from entering the country. 

And the Quebec government recently passed legislation prohibiting poultry producers from keeping their stocks outside to avoid contact with wild birds. 

With the virus continuing its spread across Europe — most recently infecting a commercial turkey farm in France, and killing a cat in northern Germany and wild ducks in Sweden — Canadian officials are working with border security services to make sure passengers don't illegally or inadvertently import the disease. "We've asked the customs agency to have a higher awareness of anyone coming from any countries in Europe, not just the ones with isolations that have been identified," Dr. Jim Clark of the Canadian Food Inspection Agency said yesterday. 

Animal health experts say the greatest potential for spreading the disease to Canada now comes from international travel, not the flyways of migratory birds. 

Travelers from France are the latest to join a long list from countries exposed to the H5N1 virus who are being closely questioned by Canadian authorities about visits to European farms; they are also being questioned about hunting, birding and whether they are importing feathers or other bird products. 

The virus, which has spread in recent months from Asia to Europe and Africa, was found Saturday at a farm of more than 11,000 turkeys in southeastern France. It has spread to 20 new countries in the past month. 

Health experts in the Bahamas are also investigating the possibility the virus may be responsible for a spate of flamingo deaths on the southern island of Inagua in the last couple of days. Yesterday, Niger ordered a cull of all poultry in areas hit by bird flu and said it was stepping up checks across the rest of the semi-desert country to try to stop the disease from spreading. 

Veterinary chiefs meeting in Paris yesterday said it is "highly likely" the disease will continue to spread to poultry stocks in Europe and beyond. 

Clark, national manager of the food inspection agency's avian influenza working group, said dogs will be used at Canadian airport luggage carousels to sniff out any feathers or bird products stored in bags or to detect bird droppings that may have attached to the bottoms of people's shoes or clothing. 

"We're relying on a bit of an honour system but the dogs are keeping people honest too," he said. 

Canada suspended poultry and live bird shipments from France on Friday, although the country seldom imports poultry products. 

About 20 countries have suspended or banned imports of all French poultry, including the United States, Japan and Hong Kong. 

Since 2003, the H5N1 virus has killed tens of millions of birds across Asia, Africa and now Europe. Experts fear it could mutate into a form that can easily transmit between humans and trigger a pandemic. 

The dead cat in Germany is the first H5N1-infected mammal in Europe, causing alarm among pet-loving Europeans. It was found over the weekend on the northern island of Ruegen, where more than 100 infected wild birds were found. The cat is believed to have eaten part of an infected bird. 

It's not the first time mammals have been infected, however. Captive tigers and leopards were infected with the virus in Thailand in 2004 after eating fresh chicken carcasses, but the World Health Organization says there is no evidence that domestic cats play a role in the transmission of H5N1 viruses. 

In Canada, poultry producers have been practising bio-security measures in the event an H5N1 outbreak arrives here, said Dr. Jean-Pierre Vaillancourt, an expert in poultry health and public health at Université de Montréal. 

While many European countries are moving free-range poultry stocks indoors to avoid an H5N1 outbreak, Quebec took the added measure of passing a law prohibiting domestic poultry from being kept outdoors. 

"Given the current situation, I think it's wise to do this," said Vaillancourt. 

In Ontario, all 1,100 commercial chicken producers keep their poultry inside, said Margie Taylor of the Chicken Farmers of Ontario. 

The province's Achilles heel is the backyard flocks kept by families, she said. 

"Keep in mind, though, the H5N1 has been in wild birds in the world for way over 10 years and we still don't have any evidence that it is here," Vaillancourt said. 

With files from the Star's wire services
Bird Flu Suspected in Bahamas? 

Recombinomics Commentary


Experts probed the unusual deaths of 14 birds on a southern Bahamian island to determine whether they marked the first cases of bird flu in the Americas.

The dead birds were found by a park warden in a wildlife reserve on Great Inagua, which has a population of about 50,000 flamingos and a large lake popular with migrating birds.

Ten flamingos, three roseate spoonbills and a cormorant were found dead in the park, authorities said.

The linkage of the dead birds to migrating birds is cause for concern.  Although no H5N! has been reported in the Americas, there is indirect evidence suggesting H5N1 may have entered northeast Canada over the summer.

In the summer of 2005 the H5N1 in southern Siberia was widely reported,  However, in August there were reports of new H5N1 infections north of the band of prior infections, suggesting H5N1 was migrating south from northern Siberia.  Northern Siberia is in the East Atlantic Flyway and the north portion connects northern Siberia, northern Europe, and northeastern Canada.

H5N1 in northern Siberia would also explain the sudden rise in reported infections in western Europe due to wintering of birds from northern Siberia,.

H5N1 in the north would also explain the presence of North American polymorphisms in H5N1 in Astrakhan.  H5N1 in northern Canada would also spread H5N1 into the Atlantic Americas Flyway, which could bring H5N1 to the Bahamas.

H5N1 in the Bahamas would suggest H5N1 is widespread in the eastern portion of the United States.  Although poultry deaths have not been reported, there have been bird die-offs, which may involve additional H5N1 infections.

Updates on the testing in the Bahamas and CDC would be useful

Bird flu could hit Americas within a year: UN 

By Irwin Arieff   UNITED NATIONS (Reuters) -  
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 HYPERLINK "http://search.news.yahoo.com/search/news/?p=Bird+flu" \o "Related information on Bird flu" Bird flu, already spreading across Asia, Europe, the Middle East and Africa, is expected to jump across the Atlantic Ocean to the Americas within a year, a senior U.N. official said on Wednesday. 
"It is certainly within the next six to 12 months. And who knows, we've been wrong on other things, it could be earlier," said Dr. David Nabarro, coordinator of the U.N. drive to contain the pandemic in birds and prepare for its possible jump to humans.

He predicted the leap across the Atlantic Ocean would take place in two stages, carried in the next few months by wild birds flying from West Africa to the Arctic region, and then brought southward to North and South America six months later.

"I just think that every country in the world now needs to have its veterinary services on high alert for H5N1, to try to make sure that they don't get caught unawares and find that it gets into their poultry populations without knowing," Nabarro told a news conference at U.N. headquarters.

"And I will bet you that many countries in the Western Hemisphere are doing just that," he added.

The H5N1 bird flu virus has led to the deaths of millions of birds in more than 30 countries. It has spread to over a dozen new countries in the past month and infected 175 people since 2003, killing 96 of them.

Although it remains an avian disease, and rarely affects humans, health officials fear it will mutate into a form that can easily jump from human to human, triggering a pandemic in which millions of people might die.

For the immediate future, the spread of the disease among birds in Africa is the main focus of the U.N. team -- which includes the 
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World Health Organization, the Food and Agriculture Organization and the World Organization for Animal Health, Nabarro said.
The disease has been confirmed in Niger and Nigeria but there have been bird die-offs in other African nations and confirmation of its further spread is expected soon, he said.

To spur preparedness, representatives of more than 40 sub-Saharan African countries will be meeting in the Gabonese capital Libreville later this month, he said. 
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