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Backgrounder: Avian Flu

Judging by thetypical reactionsof govenments and hedlth organizationsaroundtheworld, one
would think that the bird flu crisis has been caused primarily by small flocks of chickenskeptin
the backyards of familiesin developing nations

Backyard and rooftop poultry farms have been restricted or outrightbanned in at least 15
counties. Theprime minister of Egypt announed, Orhetime has come to get rid of theidea of
breeding chickenson theroofs of houss.3 And a high-ranking officia with the United NationgD
Foodand Agricultural Organization (FAO) declared, Orhefightagang bird flu must bewaged

in thebackyard of theworld® poa.G

Backyard flocks throughoutAsia, andincreasingly in Africa and the Middle East, are being
QulledObdestroyed Dat a dramatic rate, and in many cases their owners are beng inadequaely
compensated or not at all.

These swift measures are not jugified by thefacts. Thereality of thecrisisisthat jug as much,
or perhgps more, is unknown aboutthe spread of Type A avian influenzathan what is known.

Scientists have little idea precisely howthevirusmutated fromits naurally occurring, generaly
nonfatal form foundin wild migratory birds to an amog aways fatal virustha haskilled or led
to the preemptive destruction of more than 200 million farm-raised chickens geese, dudks and
other birdssince it emerged in southern Chinain 1996. ThevirusBknown as HSN1 Bhas also
infected about200 peoplein ninecountries, killing abouthdf of them.

While many backyard flocks have indeed been infected, many hugefactory-scale poulry farms
have also been struck. Andit iswithin these large opaationsbwhere up to hundeds of
thousndsof birdsbreathing, urinating and defecating in close quaters give viruses limitless
oppotunities to mutate Btha scientists sugpect the virusmorphed from relative harmlessness to
destructiveness. Orhe more the virusreplicates, themore likelihoodthere is of genetic changes,0
said Ray Arthur, Assodate Director for Globd Health at the US Centers for Disease Control3
Nationd Center for InfectiousDiseases.’

Y et, while internaiond hedlth organizationshave called for a harsh crackdown on family-based
farms, no such measures are being taken agang indudrial-scale opaations

In fact, the FAOQ prescription s to build more factory farms, theidea being tha bottling up
birdswill prevent them frominfecting Band banginfected by Bother factory farms, backyard
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flocks and migratory birds This defieslogic. Given tha factory farms are essentially mutation
factories, this practice should be discouraged, nat encouraged.

It also defies the FAO® own diagnoss of the problem: Orhe dramatic growth in domestic
poultry produdionis part of the explanaion. Once high-dengty indugrial poultry areas become
affected, infection can explosvely spread within the units, and the very high quantities of virus
producd may beeasily carried to other units, to humans and into the environment. Hence, the
current widespread infectionsof commercial poultry flocksin many counties of Asiaisnota
total surprise.(3

Alongwith bird flu, the FAO says footand-mouth disease and swine fever may have been
caused by Ongabilitiesin the[animal] produdionenvironment.OThese ingabilities, the agency
says, may require (produdion changes in thefuture.(3

Fearing Fear Itself?
Mixed messages aso aboundwithin the public health community.

On onehand, gove'nments and health organizations fear tha bird flu could lead to another
human influenza pandemic Bor globd epidemic. Recent findingsindicate that Spanish flu,
which killed up to 50 million people worldwidein 19181919in thelargest disease outbreak
since the Black Death, may have originaed as an avian virus The Asian flu of 19571958and
HongKongflu of 19681969,which killed about2 millionand 1 million people, respectively,
also are bdieved to have had linksto avian flu viruses.

President Bush, trying to deflect criticism over thegovernment® inadequae respons to
Hurricane Katring has pledged an all-outfight agang bird flu (and has reportedly read abook
aboutthe19181919pandamic). Thegovanment is spending billionsof dollars to formulate and
stockpile vaccines and antiviral medications track and test migratory birds and develop
emergency respong plansif bird flu reaches the US Bwhich variousofficias predict could
happen by spring 2007. And the Department of Homeland Security and other federal govenment
agendes say they will detain anyoneflyinginto the county who lookssick.’

Poundel daly by fear-ingpiring messages in the media, onethird of Americanspolled in spring
2006said they fear someonein their family would contract bird flu.

At the same time, two of the naion®top infectious disease experts say this may all bean
overreaction. Julie Gerberding, director of the US Centers for Disease Control, said, OThereis no
evidence it will bethe next pandemic.OAnd Anthony Faudi, director of theNationd Ingitute of
Allergy and InfectiousDiseases, said, Orhe American people should notbeworried.&?

Asthefacts stand now, at least, these assessments appear sound.Mog human cases have
occurred in rural areas with small backyard flocks Bwhen people directly handled or daughtered
infected birds toudhed objects smeared with bodily fluidsfrominfected birds or swamin
contaminated water. In its current form, H5N1 hasrarely spread from oneperson to another, and
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has not been foundto betranamitted beyond oneperson? (Cellstheviruscan attack are deep
within the humen respiratory tract, so coughing or sneezing won®spread it.'®)

And, thoughthevirustheoretically can survive if meat is not heated to 160j F, no oneisknown
to have been infected by eating undecooked poulry.

More Questions than Answers

H5N1 Bknown as Ghicken EbdaObecause it causes extendve internd bleeding Dwas first
detected in 1959amongdomestic chickensin Scotland.

For reasonstha may never beknown, thevirusbrokeoutin 1996at agoos farm in China®3
southeastern Guangdongprovince. Thefirst human victims cameto light ayear later, when a
virustraced to the Guangdongstrain infected 18 people in HongKong killing 6 of them. The
cause was bdieved to beinfected birdsfrom QvetOmarkets, where poultry is either sold live or
daughtered on the spot. The city@ entire popuktion of 1.5 million birdswas destroyed within
three days, potentialy averting a broader human outbreak.

Thevirusreappeared in Asiain mid-2003and has since been detected in farmed poutry or wild
birdsin about50 countiesin Asia, Europe Africaand the Middle East, according to theWorld
Health Organization (WHO). About200human cases Bhdf fatal Bhave been reported in nine
counties. Azerbajan, Cambodia, China Egypt, Indonesia, Irag, Thaland, Turkey and Vietnam
(which has had about90).

Thegened theory istha at some unknown paintin history, farmed birds became infected with
thenaurally occurring, rarely fatal strain by coming in contact with infected wild birds or by
swimming in water or walking throughdirt containing bodiy fluidsfrom infected wild birds
Once it reached concentrated, indudrialized opeations thevirusis bdieved to have mutated into
its deadly form.*! This supa-virusis easily tranamitted by direct contact anongfarmed birds,
and by sharing contaminaed cages, water, feed and other equipment and supplies. Theviruscan
wipeoutupto 100percent of confined birdswithin two days.**

For reasonsthat remain poolly undestood, the deadly strain has been passed back to wild birds
In the spring and summer of 2005 upto 6,000wild geese, gulls and other migratory birdsdied
of H5NL1 at the Qingha Lake nature reserve in central China Andit began appearingin dudks,
swans, buzardsand other wild birdsin Europein February 2006 Thevirusstruck farm-raised
poultry in Europein early 2006 resultingin thedestruction of 11,000turkeysin France in
February, and 30,000turkeys, geese and dudks in Germany in April. Still, scientists are

baffled as to howtheinfection occurred.

Onethingis known almog for certain: withouta commercial poultry indugry, the deadly bird flu
would probably notexist. Avian viruses have Qived with aquatic birdsfor probably millionsof
years in perfect hamony Osays virologist Robat Webser of St. JudeChildren® Research
Hospital in Memphis, better known as Orhe Flu Hunter. OOt only when they come into
domestic poultry tha they kill.G*
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How the virusmoves amongthe three main popuktionsof infected birds Bfactory-farmed
poultry, backyard flocks and wild birdsBremains open to wide speculation. Many outbreaks
have occurred in backyard flodks, butit is undear how these birds became infected. The WHO
theorizes infected wild birdsmay bethe cause, butthe deadly strain was absent fromwild birds
until only recently.

In any event, southern Chinahas been identified as the GpicenterOof the outbreak, as genetic
mapping of thevirushasfoundtha tradein farmed poulry fromthisregion has caused thevirus
to proliferate throughou Asia.*

The Role of Factory Farms

Governments, hedth organizationsand the mediahave largdy ignored therole factory farms
have played in thecrisis. Severa hugeoutbreaks have been reported:

* In Laos 42 of 45 the outbreaks reported in spring 2004 occurred in commercial opaationsb
and 38 were centered in the capital of Vientiane Thefew small opeaationsthat did have
outbreaks were located near commercial opeations. Theviruskilled 50,000birds, and another
100000 were destroyed.’

* In Egypt, thefirst outbreaks were reported at several factory farmsin early 2006 resultingin
the destruction of about200000birds Y et, Prime Minister Ahmed Nazif announed, Orhetime
has come to get rid of theidea of breeding chickens on therodfs of houses.OThe govanment
ordered all backyard and rooftop flocks to bedestroyed and banned live bird markets, where 80
percent of thecountry@ poulry is sold.*

* In Nigeia, thevirusspread from afarm with 40000 birdsto 30 other factory farms, killing
150000birdsso far in 2006 */

* In Vietnam, 117,000 birdswere destroyed at afactory farm in HaTay Province in Februay
2004."®

* In Russia, 460000 birdswere destroyed at afactory farm in Kurgan province in 2005*°

* Thevirushas also broken outin large poultry operationsin Cambodia, India, Japan and the
Ukraine®

For all thetheories beng explored as to how thevirusinfects backyard and wild popuktions
very little discussion has taken place to explain themass death in factory farms.

Y et, the FAO predicts afuture tha will indudeGnore conaentrated markets, with fewer, larger
producrs,OQpoultry produdion zones [where] infrastructure can be concentrated OCzentralized
daugheringin largeslaugherhouss,0and Gewer smaller producers.G*
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Another problem tha has gonelargdy ignored is the destruction of wetlands which, according
to the United NationsEnvironment Programme, is Gorcing many wild birdsorto alternative sites
like farm pondsand paddy fields bringing them into direct contact with chickens dudks, geese,
and other domesticated fowl.O

UNEP studied this phenomenonat a conference in Nairobi, Kenya, in April 2006 The
organization foundtha placing factory farms along migratory bird routes may increase therisk
of tranderring diseases between wild and farmed birds

UNEP aso said that heroic effortsOfocusing onisolation, quaantine culls and medicationsare
likely to bequick-fixes tha offer limited, short-term results. And the organization said forcing
communities, particularly in Southeast Asia, to segregate poultry from people Os at oddswith
generationd cultural traditionsand practices.O

In another critical observationtha has failed to receive ample attention, UNEP expressed
concern over gengtic monoalltures of farmed poulry, claiming they are less resistant to
disease.?? This could hep explain why H5N1 has wiped out entire popuktionsof factory farms.

Indead of focusng Band indiscriminately cracking down Bon backyard poultry farms,
govenments and hedlth organizationsshould take a cue from the evidence pointing to factory
farms as being the genesis of the deadly mutant virus

They should also examinetherole tha theinternaiond tradein poultry and poultry produds has
played in spreading thevirus In aspecia edition on bird flu, thejournd Saence reported in
April 2006:Qt isclear thaEt he outbreaks and ther geographical spread probably cannotbe
stoppe without implementation of prope control measuresin theglobd poultry indusry.G®

For now, goveanments and hedlth organizationsseem to be going after the easy targets Bfamily
farmerswith little or no economic and political power to question mandaes from above And
they are forced to take wha they can get. When 300,000 chickensin 300villagesin thelndian
state of Maharashta were destroyed in March 2006 farmers were given jus US$0.88 per bird B
far less than the actud value of avillage bird, which produces eggsworth four times more than
indugrially produced eggs®

Meanwhile, authorities are encouraging the very practices tha may have caused thecrisisin the
first place. Bird flu is yet another symptom of afood-produdion system that is out of control.
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