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Scientists discover avian influenza outbreak closely related to bird migration 

 by Yan Hao (additional reporting by Yang Yueping in Kunming)
    KUNMING, Jan. 16 (Xinhua) -- A research jointly conducted by Chinese and Asian scientists has discovered that highly pathogenic avian influenza (H5N1) outbreak was closely related to bird migration. 

    The discovery was revealed at the fifth regional meeting of the Asian Partnership on Emerging Infectious Diseases Research (APEIR),which concluded on Saturday in Kunming, capital of southwest Yunnan Province. 

    Lei Fumin, researcher of Institute of Zoology with Chinese Academy of Sciences, told Xinhua that the research team had studied avian influenza outbreaks along the bird migration routes in the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau. 

    The research team consisted of Vietnamese, Cambodian, Thai, Indonesian and Chinese scientists. 

    Studies showed that avian influenza outbreaks in the Qinghai-Tibet Plateau were frequently coincided with bird migration both in time and location. 

    Studies on migratory birds of different species in different regions which could carry the influenza's virus showed that lakes and wetlands along the migration paths were key zones for the influenza viruses, Lei said. 

    The studies proved that the role of wild birds in the transmission of avian influenza should be paid great attention to, said Dr. Witthawat Wiriyarat from Thailand, who joined the research team. 

    He proposed to form a regional surveillance network to monitor avian influenza viruses in migratory birds. 

    Bodies of migratory birds in large number were found around some lakes in the plateau in 2005, which drew scientists' attention to the studies on the migration birds. 

    "The migratory birds could constantly adapt and become immune to influenza viruses," said Lei. "That has led to a decreasing infection ratio among them. 

    "If we could strengthen monitoring and prevent poultry from contacting the wild migratory birds, the chance of them getting infected by the birds will decrease." 

    With support from the APEIR, the research team will continue studies on the relations between the avian influenza outbreak and the migratory bird, Lei said. 

    The APEIR was initiated by Canada's International Development Research Center in 2005 to promote regional research collaboration on H5N1 bird flu. 
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January 15, 2010

H5N1 Forgotten (Almost), But Not Gone

by Dennis Normile
While the world's flu fighters have concentrated on countering the H1N1 swine flu pandemic, avian influenza H5N1 has quietly continued to take its toll on both poultry and humans. Last year, 17 countries, stretching from Côte d'Ivoire and Germany to China and Japan, reported outbreaks of H5N1 in domestic poultry and wild birds; and the World Health Organization, which still says H5N1 poses a pandemic threat, recorded 72 human cases, 32 of them fatal.

The brunt of the outbreak, entering its eighth year, is still in China and the developing countries of Southeast Asia. Indonesia alone accounted for 19 of the 32 H5N1 deaths; Vietnam, for 5 and China, for 4. But there are glimmers of progress.

The number of human deaths has been dropping since peaking at 79 in 2006. And fewer countries reported outbreaks in 2009 than in 2008. Countries are refining responses to outbreaks, as was in evidence at the Asian Partnership on Emerging Infectious Diseases Research meeting in Kunming, China, from 13 to 16 January.

Partnership researchers from Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam compared notes on the effectiveness of control measures. Scientists reported that carefully targeted culling can be just as effective as widespread culling, and less disruptive. Others reported that reducing risk among those keeping backyard poultry has to be a community-wide effort, since changing the practices of individual farmers has proven difficult. 

In particular, Witthawat Wiriyarat, a veterinarian and virologist at Mahidol University in Bangkok told ScienceInsider that a 3-year-old regional surveillance network is making progress in sorting out the role of wild birds. 

Some waterfowl initially thought to be spreading the virus, such as the Asian openbill stork, are now known to quickly succumb to H5N1 infection, Wiriyarat says. But passerine species, or perching birds, are apparently carrying the virus without ill effects, says Fumin Lei, of the Chinese Academy of Sciences' Institute of Zoology in Beijing. He adds that there is a high correlation of outbreaks in poultry and passerine movements. 

Wiriyarat says it is still unclear what is sustaining the outbreak, whether there is a natural reservoir for H5N1, and how the virus is passed between domestic and wild birds. But while that research continues, the most effective way to reduce the amount of virus in circulation is to control outbreaks in poultry, he says.
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SEAsia to crack down on poultry smuggling to fight H5N1

HONG KONG (Reuters) - Disease experts in Southeast Asia will map out key poultry smuggling routes, especially along Cambodia's long border with Thailand and Vietnam, in a move to prevent the spread of the H5N1 bird flu virus in the region.

Researchers from China, Cambodia, Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam met in the Chinese city of Kunming to discuss ways to control the spread of the virus, which kills 60 percent of the people it infects.

Even though H5N1 transmission between people is weak, experts say it continues to pose a risk especially if it gets mixed with the now dominant H1N1 swine flu virus. Such a hybrid may then be both deadly and easily transmissible among people.

"In Cambodia, illegal or informal trade occurs along its long border with Thailand and Vietnam. There is that informal trade, not just in birds, but eggs and other poultry products, smuggling," said Khieu Borin, director of Cambodia's Center for Livestock and Agriculture Department.

"It can be in small or large numbers ... but because poultry has (can be infected by) H5N1, so smuggling of fighting cocks or chickens can carry H5N1, there will be some risk," he told Reuters in a telephone interview.

While scarce media attention has been paid in the last year to H5N1, there have been outbreaks of the disease in birds and it has killed people in China, Egypt, Indonesia and Vietnam.

Experts also discussed the role of wild migratory birds in the spread of the H5N1.

"Our China colleagues found that bar-headed geese fly from China to India and found records of outbreaks in poultry along the flyway. This suggests the role of these birds in spreading the virus along the flyway," said Witthawat Wiriyarat, a veterinarian and virologist with Thailand's Mahidol University.

"There are opportunities to meet other birds along the pathway like in paddy fields and wetlands. If one bird can release the virus into the environment, other animals can get it and spread it to poultry," Wiriyarat told Reuters.

One worry often cited by experts is Indonesia's insistence on not sharing virus samples. Researchers need to study the virus to track its molecular changes, which can influence its behavior.

Friday, Indonesia's health minister Endang Sedyaningsih said the country will continue to hold back samples until it secured guarantees from richer nations and drugmakers that poor countries get access to affordable vaccines derived from their samples.

"We will still insist that the responsibility to share virus should be at the same line with receiving the benefit from that," she told foreign journalists in Jakarta.

(Reporting by Tan Ee Lyn in Hong Kong and Olivia Rondonuwu in Jakarta; Editing by Sanjeev Miglani)
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