New flu threat emerges

This week The Times reported the findings of work in the United States on avian influenza which shows that in addition to the H5N1 strain, a few H7 strains of the virus have also started to evolve some of the traits they would need to infect people easily. 

The findings, from a team at the US Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in Atlanta, show that while there is no immediate indication that H7 flu is about to acquire potentially damaging mutations, it is critical that global surveillance and research covers this virus class as well as the more obvious H5N. 

The H5N1 strain has been regarded as the most deadly strain since it appeared in Asia in 2003. Although it has a death rate of more than 60 per cent, it has not yet acquired the ability to move from person to person, thereby generating a pandemic. 
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The H7 family of flu viruses also primarily affects birds. A deadly version of the H7N7 strain hit poultry in the Netherlands in 2003, and a less severe form, H7N2, broke out in the UK last year.In each of these incidents a few human cases of infection were reported. One vet died during the Dutch outbreak and about 80 people suffered conjunctivitis. 

The CDC analysis of a 2003 case in New York has shown that the H7N2 virus responsible, is capable of replicating in the respiratory tract of mammals. This quality is unusual among avian viruses, and indicates that it could possibly be transmissible from person to person. 

This suggests that the virus could be acquiring an ability to bind to sugars found on the cells of the human windpipe. This happened during all three of the 20th-century flu pandemics, which occurred in 1918, 1957 and 1968. 

Richard Sanders of the Organic Research Centre – Elm Farm comments – 

“The findings of the CDC scientists are a timely reminder that the threat of a human flu pandemic has not evaporated. The real target for concerted international action to minimise the risk of new, pandemic strains should be the intensive poultry sector. 

“Enormous chicken houses with tens, if not hundred of thousands of birds are - quite simply - virus factories providing the substrate for virus replication and mutation.

It is crucial for politicians and policy-makers to understand and tackle the growing linkage between serious human and livestock disease. Smaller poultry units and the use of preventive vaccination amongst farmed birds would be a start.

“Cheap protein from intensive poultry production represents extremely poor value for money if in the scramble for intensification millions of people die from a human pandemic generated by it.”

Note : Each of the three flu pandemics of the last century was caused by a “humanised” strain of flu. The Spanish Flu of 1918-19, which killed up to 40 million people, was caused by an H1N1 virus. The 1957-58 Asian Flu was caused by an H2N2 strain, and the 1968-69 Hong Kong Flu by an H3N2 strain. 
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