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Avian Influenza (“Bird Flu”) 

Influenza experts are concerned that the recent H5N1 outbreak in birds could mu-
tate to produce a new strain of influenza virus. A large-scale, worldwide influenza 
epidemic could result. There have been no suspected or confirmed cases in Aus-
tralia to date. 

What is avian influenza (bird flu)? 
Avian influenza is an infectious disease of birds. Usually the virus circulates in wild 
bird populations causing no disease or only mild disease. Infection of domestic 
poultry, such as chickens, can cause severe disease in these birds. There are a 
number of different strains of avian influenza, only a few of which can cause dis-
ease in humans. 

A new type of avian influenza, called influenza A H5N1, was first recognised in 
1997 in Hong Kong. This strain reappeared in late 2003 and rapidly spread to sev-
eral Asian countries causing severe infection in many domestic poultry flocks. 
There is no evidence that avian influenza is currently infecting birds in Australia. 

This virus has also infected a number of people who had close contact with sick 
poultry or with poultry droppings. Since 28 December 2003, over 110 confirmed 
cases of avian influenza in humans have been reported in Thailand, Vietnam, 
Cambodia and Indonesia, and many of these people have died. 

At this stage, humans infected with the H5N1 virus do not appear to be able to 
easily infect others. Exposure to infected poultry and their faeces (or dust or soil 
contaminated with poultry faeces) can result in human infection. Eating cooked 
poultry products including chicken or eggs does not result in infection. 

A large-scale, worldwide influenza epidemic is called a pandemic. Pandemics oc-
cur when a new virus emerges to which people have little or no immunity. Previous 
influenza pandemics occurred in 1918-19, 1957-58 and 1968-69. In the 1918-19 
pandemic, between 20 and 40 million people died. Many scientists are concerned 
that the recent H5N1 outbreak in birds could mutate to produce a new strain of in-
fluenza virus that is easily spread among people, resulting in a pandemic. 

What are the symptoms? 
Different strains of avian influenza can lead to different symptoms in people. All 
strains can cause symptoms typical of human influenza (fever, cough, tiredness, 
muscle aches, sore throat, shortness of breath, runny nose, headache). In some 
cases the H5N1 strain has caused a severe pneumonia and, in a small number of 
cases, the patient has had encephalitis (inflammation of the brain) or diarrhoea. 
The most common symptom of humans infected with H7 strains is conjunctivitis 
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Related links
NSW Health in�uenza factsheet (usual human in�uenza)
http://www0.health.nsw.gov.au/factsheets/infectious/in�uenza.html

Australian Government Department of Health and Ageing – Avian in�uenza
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/health-avian_in�uenza-index.htm

World Health Organization
http://www.who.int/in�uenza/human_animal_interface/en/

Travel Advice (Australian Government Department of Foreign A�airs and Trade)
http://www.smartraveller.gov.au/

U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
http://www.cdc.gov/�u/avian/index.htm
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Further information - Public Health Units in NSW 
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