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Avian Influenza- Just the Facts
For Non-Clinical Settings
This is the second article in our series about emergency preparedness. These articles are not intended to alarm, but to give you valuable infor-mation and raise awareness about all-hazards readiness, and to provide guidance on actions you can take to pre-pare and plan for a potential crisis. 

While the topic of pandemic flu may seem frightening, experts agree the best first defense is understanding and education. The U.S. Depart-ment of Health & Human Services has come up with some things to help build your knowledge about Avian Flu. 
Introduction 

An influenza pandemic is a global outbreak of disease stemming from the emergence of a new influenza virus in the human population.  Such viruses cause serious illness and spread easily from person to person worldwide. 
Pandemics are different from seasonal outbreaks or “epidemics” of influenza. Seasonal outbreaks are caused by sub-types of influenza viruses that already circulate among people.  Pandemic outbreaks, however, are caused by new sub-types, by sub-types that have never before circulated among people, or by sub-types that have not been dormant among people for a long time. Past influenza pandemics have led to high levels of illness, death, social disruption, and economic loss. 

Influenza Pandemics during the 20th Century 

During the 20th century, three pandemics were wrought by the emergence of several new influenza virus sub-types.  Each of these spread around the world within a year of first detection.

· 1918-19, the "Spanish flu," [A (H1N1)], caused the highest number of known influenza deaths. More than 500,000 people died in the United States, and up to 50 million may have died worldwide. Many people died within the first few days after infection, and others died of secondary complications. Nearly half of those who died were young, healthy adults. A modern strain of this virus was re-introduced into the human population in 1977, and still circulates today.  
· 1957-58, the "Asian flu," [A (H2N2)], killed approximately 70,000 in the United States. First identified in China in late February 1957, the Asian flu spread to the United States within five months.
· 1968-69, the "Hong Kong flu," [A (H3N2)], caused about 34,000 deaths in the United States. This virus was first detected in Hong Kong in early 1968 and spread to the United States later that year. Influenza A (H3N2) viruses still circulate today. 

Both the 1957-58 and 1968-69 influenza pandemics were caused by viruses containing a combination of genes from a human virus and an avian virus. The 1918-19 pandemic appeared to have an avian origin.

Avian Influenza: Origins in Birds

Avian influenza is an infection caused by avian (bird) influenza (flu) viruses. These viruses occur naturally among birds. Worldwide, wild birds carry the viruses in their intestines, but usually do not get sick from them. Avian influenza can evolve into a very contagious, lethal form among birds.  Domesticated birds, including chickens, ducks, and turkeys, are also vulnerable to sickness and death from an avian flu.
Infected birds shed influenza virus in their saliva, nasal secretions, and feces. Susceptible birds become infected when they have contact surfaces that are contaminated with secretions or excretions from infected birds. Domesticated birds may become infected with avian influenza virus through direct contact with infected fowl, or through contact with surfaces (dirt or cages) or materials (water or feed) that have been contaminated.
When domestic birds become infected, there is usually one of two forms of the illness.  The “low pathogenic” form may go undetected and usually causes mild symptoms like ruffled feathers and a decrease in egg production.   The “high pathogenic” form spreads more rapidly through poultry flocks. This form brings disease to internal organs and has a mortality rate that can reach 90-100%, often within 48 hours.

Human Infection with Avian Influenza Viruses

The term “avian flu virus” usually refers to influenza A viruses found chiefly in birds, but these infections can crossover into humans. Most people have a low risk to avian influenza because the viruses do not usually infect humans. However, since 1997, confirmed cases of human infection have been identified.  Most cases of infection in humans result from direct contact with infected poultry (e.g., domesticated chicken, ducks, and turkeys) or surfaces contaminated by infected birds. So far, the human-to-human spread of avian influenza viruses has been very rare, and transmission has not been observed to continue beyond one person.
During an outbreak of avian influenza among poultry, people who have contact with infected birds or infected surfaces are at heightened risk.

Symptoms of avian influenza in humans have ranged from typical flu-like symptoms (fever, cough, sore throat, and muscle aches) to eye infections, pneumonia, severe respiratory diseases (such as acute respiratory distress), and other severe and life-threatening complications. The symptoms of avian influenza may depend on which strain of the virus causes the infection.

What is Pandemic Flu? How is it Different from Regular Flu?

A pandemic is a global disease outbreak. A flu pandemic occurs when a new strain of influenza virus emerges for which people have little or no immunity, and for which there is no vaccine. The disease spreads easily person-to-person, causes serious illness, and can sweep across the country and around the world in very short time. 

It is difficult to predict when the next influenza pandemic will occur or how severe it will be. Wherever and whenever a pandemic starts, everyone around the world could be at risk. Countries might, through measures such as border closures and travel restrictions, delay arrival of the virus, but cannot stop it.

Since 2003, the new strain called H5N1 has been infecting humans in Azerbaijan, Cambodia, China, Djibouti, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq, Thailand, Turkey, and Vietnam. More than half of those infected with the H5N1 virus have died. Most of these cases are believed to have been caused by direct exposure to infected poultry. There has been no sustained human-to-human transmission of the disease, but the concern is that H5N1 will evolve into a virus capable of human-to-human transmission.
When Can We Expect an Avian Flu Pandemic?

The H5N1 virus has not yet acquired the ability to transmit easily from human to human. It may never.  

If the virus does become infectious to people, it could leap directly from birds into people - as the 1918 Spanish flu did.  Or, it could mix with already-existing human viruses to create a new flu, as did the 1957 Asian flu and the 1968 Hong Kong flu.  But as the virus spreads to birds around the world today, it has more chances to mutate into a severe problem for people.

If a Pandemic Does Begin, How Long Will it Take to Reach the United States?

How quickly a pandemic will travel is a matter of speculation. A flu pandemic is likely to appear in many places around the globe simultaneously, perhaps even within the U.S. The disease could sweep the world in as little as three months, and could persist for years.

What Should I do about the Pandemic Threat?

Keep in mind that currently, there is no pandemic. There is no need to panic. If a pandemic does emerge, be prepared to follow public health recommendations. Be prepared to curtail travel and abide by quarantine plans. If a pandemic is declared, it will be important that people stay home from work and school when they feel sick. It will be important to follow proper "respiratory hygiene" - covering your coughs and sneezes, washing your hands often, etc.

Public health experts agree that by practicing these healthy habits now, you’ll be less susceptible to illness and also better protected from a pandemic flu. 
Preparing for the Next Pandemic 

Many scientists believe it is only a matter of time until the next influenza pandemic occurs. The severity of the next pandemic cannot be predicted, but modeling studies suggest that the impact of a pandemic on the United States could be substantial. Between 15% and 35% of the U.S. population could be infected by an influenza pandemic.

Among threats to public heath, influenza pandemics are unique.  Here are some expectations that public health and health-care systems are using in current planning: 

· A pandemic will last much longer than most public health emergencies and may include “waves” of influenza activity separated by months.  In the 20th century pandemics, a second wave of influenza activity occurred 3 to 12 months after the first wave.

· The numbers of health-care workers and first responders available to work can be expected to be reduced. They will be at high risk of illness through exposure in the community and in health-care settings, and some may have to miss work to care for ill family members.
· Resources in many locations could be limited, depending on the severity and spread of an influenza pandemic.
Follow These Good Health Habits:

Avoid close contact
Avoid close contact with people who are sick. Whenever you become ill, keep your distance from others to protect them from getting sick too.

Stay home when you are sick
If possible, stay home from work, school, and errands when you are sick. Doing so helps to prevent others from catching your illness.

Cover your mouth and nose
When coughing or sneezing, cover your mouth and nose with a tissue. This helps to contain the spreading of the germs that made you sick in the first place. It may prevent those around you from getting sick.  
Clean your hands
Keeping hands clean is one of the most important steps you can take to avoid getting sick and spreading germs to others. It is best to wash your hands with soap and clean running water for 20 seconds.  However, if soap and clean water are not available, use an alcohol-based product to clean your hands. Alcohol-based hand rubs are fast acting, and they can significantly reduce the number of germs on the skin’s surface.   Here’s more:
When washing hands with soap and water:

· Wet your hands with clean running water and apply soap.  Use warm water, if available

· Rub hands together to make lather and scrub all surfaces.  Include the back of the hands and between fingers.  
· Continue rubbing hands for 20 seconds.
· Rinse hands well under running water.
· Dry your hands using a paper towel or air dryer.  If possible, use your paper towel to turn off the faucet and on restroom doorknobs.
· Remember:  if soap and water are not available, use alcohol-based gel to clean hands.
When should you wash your hands?

· Always before preparing or eating food

· After going to the bathroom

· After changing diapers or cleaning up a child who has gone to the bathroom

· Before and after tending to someone who is sick

· After blowing  your nose, coughing or sneezing

· After handling an animal or animal waste

· After handling garbage

· Before and after treating a cut or wound 
When using an alcohol-based hand sanitizer:

· Apply product to the palm of one hand

· Rub hands together, including the backs of hands and between fingers  
· Continue to rub the product all over surfaces of hands and fingers until hands are dry

Preparing For a Medical Pandemic:  

Items to Have for an Extended Stay at Home
	Miscellaneous Items

	· Flashlight with a supply of spare batteries 
	· Radio with a supply of spare batteries (or a crank radio) 

	· Headache, fever and cough medications.
	· First aid kit

	· Candles and matches/lighter
	· Full tank of gas 

	· Anti diarrhea medications
	· Extra propane tanks for grills

	· Alcohol based hand gels, Bacterial wipes
	· Bleach

	· Toilet paper and other personal supplies
	· Playing cards, games, books

	· Whistle (To draw attention)
	· Pillows, Blankets or sleeping bags

	· Important papers (identification, personal documents)
	· Over-the-counter medications normally taken

	· Clothing and footwear 
	· Extra car keys and cash 

	· Personal hygiene products (tooth paste, soaps, shampoo, sanitary napkins, etc)
	· Special needs items such as breathing equipment or other medical supplies

	· At least one week supply of prescription medication (with paper copies of prescriptions) and extra prescription eyewear 

	Emergency food and water / fluids

	· Have a minimum of at least a 6-8 week supply of food and water on hand. 
	· Honey, peanut butter, syrup, jam, salt and pepper, sugar, instant coffee, tea

	· Canned food: soups, stews, baked beans, pasta, rice, meat, poultry, fish, vegetables, fruits 
	· Candy or other sweets provides a good treat and makes things seem more normal

	· Protein or fruit bars
	· Crackers

	· Powered milk
	· Dried fruit

	· Canned fruits, canned fruit juice
	· Dry cereal or granola

	· Peanut butter or nuts
	· Condiment packets (i.e. ketchup, mustard, etc)

	· Gatorade for adults, Pedialyte for children
	· Self heatable Meals Ready to Eat

	· Ready-to-eat foods that don’t need refrigeration.
	· Ensure (1, 6 ounce bottle every other day)

	Replace canned food and dry goods each year.

	Babies / Toddlers

	· Blankets or other linens for sleeping
	· Toys, crayons, and paper

	· Extra Clothing and diapers (disposable)
	· Bottled milk, formula and jar food

	Pets

	· Food, water and treats
	· Medication

	· Cat Litter
	· Toys

	· Sleeping Needs
	· Collars and leashes

	Equipment 

	· Plastic knives, forks, spoons, cups and plates
	· Plastic Garbage bags

	· Soap and water/alcohol based hand gels
	· Tissues, toilet paper, extra diapers

	· Can and bottle opener
	· Camping fuel stove and filled fuel containers 

	· Firewood and/or charcoal for grills
	· Thermometer

	· Storage bags (freezer type & sandwich type)
	· Waterproof matches

	Documents

	· Children’s Immunization records 
	· Pet's immunization records 

	· Family Documents (birth certificates, drivers license, contact list- include home address)
	· Insurance Documents (homeowners, automobile, life, cemetery deeds, medical plan coverage info, etc.)

	· Automobile Documents (include title and insurance papers)

	Communication

	· Supplies for letter-writing if postal services are operating, along with postage 

	· Have phone and e-mail list including people in your neighborhood

	· Have a way to communicate with neighbors, family and work  if phones are not working
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Source:  http://www.pandemicflu.gov/planguide/familyhealthinfo.html
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