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Teacher and/or student
Avian Bird Flu Facts

1. Avian flu refers to an illness caused by a strain of flu virus found in birds. During the past 100 years, several strains of avian flu have spread to the human population. 

2. All avian viruses are classified as Influenza Type A viruses and all come from wild birds, usually waterfowl species. The virus can be isolated from saliva, nasal secretions, blood and feces of infected birds.

3. These viruses may or may not be pathogenic in their primary hosts (waterfowl), however they can become highly pathogenic when they infect other bird species such as chickens, or animals such as pigs, cows, whales, seals, and humans. 

4. Some avian virus types are highly pathogenic and some are non-pathogenic, but all types affect the respiratory system.

5. Type A influenza viruses are RNA viruses. RNA viruses mutate more quickly then DNA viruses because the viral RNA polymerase, the protein that copies the viral genome, lacks a proofreading activity. This high mutation rate can affect the pathogenicity of the virus.

6. Influenza A viruses are  classified into subtypes based on their surface antigens (proteins):
· Hemagglutinin (HA)- there are 16 types (H1- H16).

· Neuraminindase (NA)-there are 9 types (N1- N9). 
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7. Recently, highly pathogenic strains that have been observed are from the H5 and H7 subtypes. 

8. Of particular concern is the H5N1 virus. This strain first startled the world in the late 1990s and again in the early 2000s when millions of birds perished as the virus spread easily from wild migratory waterfowl species to domesticated birds such as chickens, ducks, turkeys, and geese.

9. The first known cases of bird to human transmission of H5N1 were reported in Hong Kong in 1997.

10. There is significant concern that a human pandemic strain of influenza A will emerge. This could happen if the H5N1 virus and a human flu virus infected the same cell and the avian virus obtained genes that would allow it to be easily transmitted between humans (see antigenic shift). 
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