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KEY FACTS 

 

I n f o r m a t io n  a b o u t  Av ia n  I n f lu e n z a  ( Bi r d  Flu )  a n d  Av ia n  

I n f lu e n z a  A ( H 5 N 1 )  V i r u s 
 

This fact  sheet  provides general inform at ion about  bird flu and inform at ion about  one type of bird flu, 

called avian influenza A (H5N1)  that  is infect ing birds in Asia and has infected som e hum ans.  

 
W hat  is avian influenza ( bird flu) ? 
Bird flu is an infect ion caused by avian (bird)  influenza ( flu)  viruses. These flu viruses occur naturally 
among birds. Wild birds worldwide carry the viruses in their intest ines, but  usually do not  get  sick from  
them . However, bird flu is very contagious am ong birds and can m ake som e dom est icated birds, 
including chickens, ducks, and turkeys, very sick and kill them.  
 

Do bird flu viruses infect  hum ans? 
Bird flu viruses do not  usually infect  hum ans, but  several cases of human infect ion with bird flu viruses 
have occurred since 1997. 
 

How  are bird flu viruses different  from  hum an flu viruses? 
There are many different  subtypes of type A flu viruses. These subtypes differ because of certain proteins 
on the surface of the flu A virus (hemagglut inin [ HA]  and neuram inidase [ NA]  proteins) . There are 16 
different  HA subtypes and 9 different  NA subtypes of flu A viruses. Many different  com binat ions of HA and 
NA proteins are possible. Each com binat ion is a different  subtype. All subtypes of flu A viruses can be 
found in birds. However, when we talk about  “bird flu”  viruses, we are referr ing to those flu A subtypes 
that  cont inue to occur m ainly in birds. They do not  usually infect  humans, even though we know they can 
do so. When we talk about  “hum an flu viruses”  we are referr ing to those subtypes that  occur widely in 
humans. There are only three known subtypes of human flu viruses (H1N1, H1N2, and H3N2) ;  it  is likely 
that  som e genet ic parts of current  hum an flu A viruses came from  birds originally. Flu A viruses are 
constant ly changing, and they m ight  adapt  over t im e to infect  and spread am ong hum ans. 
 

W hat  are the sym ptom s of bird flu in hum ans? 
Sym ptom s of bird flu in hum ans have ranged from  typical flu- like sym ptom s ( fever, cough, sore throat  
and muscle aches)  to eye infect ions, pneumonia, severe respiratory diseases (such as acute respiratory 
dist ress) , and other severe and life- threatening complicat ions. The symptom s of bird flu m ay depend on 
which virus caused the infect ion. 
 

How  does bird flu spread? 
I nfected birds shed flu virus in their saliva, nasal secret ions, and feces. Suscept ible birds become infected 
when they have contact  with contaminated excret ions or surfaces that  are contam inated with excret ions. 
I t  is believed that  m ost  cases of bird flu infect ion in hum ans have resulted from  contact  with infected 
poult ry or contam inated surfaces. 
 

How  is bird flu in hum ans t reated? 
Studies suggest  that  the prescript ion m edicines approved for hum an flu viruses would work in prevent ing 
bird flu infect ion in humans. However, flu viruses can becom e resistant  to these drugs, so these 
medicat ions may not  always work. 
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W hat  is the r isk to hum ans from  bird flu? 
The r isk from  bird flu is generally low to m ost  people because the viruses occur mainly am ong birds and 
do not  usually infect  hum ans. However, during an outbreak of bird flu am ong poult ry (dom est icated 
chicken, ducks, turkeys) , there is a possible r isk to people who have contact  with infected birds or 
surfaces that  have been contam inated with excret ions from  infected birds. The current  outbreak of avian 
influenza A (H5N1)  among poult ry in Asia (see below)  is an example of a bird flu outbreak that  has caused 
hum an infect ions and deaths. I n such situat ions, people should avoid contact  with infected birds or 
contam inated surfaces, and should be careful when handling and cooking poult ry. For more informat ion 
about  avian influenza and food safety issues, visit  the World Health Organizat ion website at  
ht tp: / / www.who.int / foodsafety/ m icro/ avian/ en/ . 
 

W hat  is an avian influenza A ( H5 N1 )  virus? 
I nfluenza A (H5N1)  virus – also called “H5N1 virus”  – is an influenza A virus subtype that  occurs mainly in 
birds. I t  was first  isolated from  birds ( terns)  in South Afr ica in 1961. Like all bird flu viruses, H5N1 virus 
circulates among birds worldwide, is very contagious among birds, and can be deadly. 
 

W hat  is the H5 N1  bird flu that  has recent ly been reported in Asia? 
Outbreaks of influenza H5N1 occurred among poult ry in eight  count r ies in Asia (Cambodia, China, 
I ndonesia, Japan, Laos, South Korea, Thailand, and Vietnam )  during late 2003 and early 2004. At  that  
t ime, more than 100 m illion birds in the affected count r ies either died from  the disease or were killed in 
order to t ry to cont rol the outbreak. By March 2004, the outbreak was reported to be under cont rol. 
Beginning in late June 2004, however, new deadly outbreaks of influenza H5N1 among poult ry were 
reported by several count r ies in Asia (Cambodia, China, I ndonesia, Malaysia [ first - t ime reports] , Thailand, 
and Vietnam) . I t  is believed that  these outbreaks are ongoing. Human infect ions of influenza A (H5N1)  
have been reported in Thailand and Vietnam  during both of these outbreak periods.  
 

W hat  is the r isk to hum ans from  the H5 N1  virus in Asia? 
The H5N1 virus does not  usually infect  hum ans. I n 1997, however, the first  case of spread from  a bird to 
a hum an was seen during an outbreak of bird flu in poult ry in Hong Kong. The virus caused severe 
respiratory illness in 18 people, 6 of whom died. Since that  t ime, there have been other cases of H5N1 
infect ion am ong hum ans. Most  recent ly, human cases of H5N1 infect ion have occurred in Thailand and 
Vietnam during large H5N1 outbreaks in poult ry. The death rate for these reported cases has been about  
70 percent . Most  of these cases occurred from contact  with infected poult ry or contam inated surfaces;  
however, it  is thought  that  a few cases of human- to-hum an spread of H5N1 have occurred.  
 
So far, spread of H5N1 virus from  person to person has been rare and spread has not  cont inued beyond 
one person. However, because all influenza viruses have the ability to change, scient ists are concerned that  

the H5N1 virus could one day be able to infect  hum ans and spread easily from  one person to another. Because 
these viruses do not  com m only infect  hum ans, there is lit t le or no im m une protect ion against  them  in the 
hum an populat ion. I f the H5N1 virus were able to infect  people and spread easily from  person to person, 
an “ influenza pandem ic”  (worldwide outbreak of disease)  could begin. No one can predict  when a 
pandem ic m ight  occur. However, experts from  around the world are watching the H5N1 situat ion in Asia 
very closely and are preparing for the possibilit y that  the virus m ay begin to spread more easily and 
widely from  person to person. 
 

How  is infect ion w ith H5 N1  virus in hum ans t reated? 
The H5N1 virus current ly infect ing birds in Asia that  has caused human illness and death is resistant  to 
am antadine and r im antadine, two ant iviral m edicat ions com m only used for influenza. Two other ant iviral 
medicat ions, oseltamavir and zanamavir, would probably work to t reat  flu caused by the H5N1 virus, 
though studies st ill need to be done to prove that  they work.  
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I s there a vaccine to protect  hum ans from  H5 N1  virus? 
There current ly is no vaccine to protect  hum ans against  the H5N1 virus that  is being seen in Asia. 
However, vaccine development  efforts are under way. Research studies to test  a vaccine to protect  
humans against  H5N1 virus are expected to begin in April 2005. (Researchers are also working on a 
vaccine against  H9N2, another bird flu virus subtype.)  For m ore inform at ion about  the H5N1 vaccine 
development  process, visit  the Nat ional I nst itutes of Health website at  
ht tp: / / www2.niaid.nih.gov/ Newsroom / Releases/ flucont racts.htm . 
 

W hat  is the r isk to people in the United States from  the H5 N1  bird flu outbreak in Asia?  
The current  r isk to Am ericans from  the H5N1 bird flu outbreak in Asia is low. The st rain of H5N1 virus 
found in Asia has not  been found in the United States. There have been no hum an cases of H5N1 flu in the 
United States. I t  is possible that  t ravelers returning from  affected count r ies in Asia could be infected. 
Since February 2004, medical and public health personnel have been watching closely to find any such 
cases.  
 

W hat  does CDC recom m end regarding the H5 N1  bird flu outbreak in Asia? 
I n February 2004, CDC provided U.S. health departm ents with recommendat ions for enhanced 
surveillance ( “detect ion” )  in the U.S. of avian influenza A (H5N1) . Follow-up messages (Health Alert  
Network)  were sent  to the health departm ents on August  12, 2004, and February 4, 2005, both rem inding 
health departm ents about  how to detect  (dom est ic surveillance) , diagnose, and prevent  the spread of 
avian influenza A (H5N1) . I t  also recom m ended m easures for laboratory test ing for H5N1 virus. CDC 
current ly advises that  t ravelers to count r ies in Asia with known outbreaks of influenza A (H5N1)  avoid 
poult ry farms, contact  with animals in live food m arkets, and any surfaces that  appear to be contam inated 
with feces from  poult ry or other anim als.  
 

W hat  is CDC doing to prepare for  a  possible H5 N1  flu pandem ic? 
CDC is taking part  in a number of pandem ic prevent ion and preparedness act ivit ies, including:

• Working with the Associat ion of Public Health Laboratories on t raining workshops for state 
laborator ies on the use of special laboratory (molecular)  techniques to ident ify H5 viruses.  

• Working with the Council of State and Terr itor ial Epidem iologists and others to help states with 
their  pandem ic planning efforts.  

• Working with other agencies such as the Departm ent  of Defense and the Veterans Adm inist rat ion 
on ant iviral stockpile issues.  

• Working with the World Health Organizat ion (WHO) and Vietnam ese Minist ry of Health to 
invest igate influenza H5N1 in Vietnam and to provide help in laboratory diagnost ics and t raining to 
local authorit ies.  

• Perform ing laboratory test ing of H5N1 viruses.  
• Start ing a $5.5 m illion init iat ive to improve influenza surveillance in Asia.  
• Holding or taking part  in t raining sessions to improve local capacit ies to conduct  surveillance for 

possible hum an cases of H5N1 and to detect  influenza A H5 viruses by using laboratory techniques.  
• Developing and dist r ibut ing reagents kits to detect  the current ly circulat ing influenza A H5N1 

viruses.  
• Working together with WHO and the Nat ional I nst itutes of Health (NI H)  on safety test ing of vaccine 

seed candidates and to develop addit ional vaccine virus seed candidates for influenza A (H5N1)  and 
other subtypes of influenza A virus. 

 
 

For more informat ion, visit  www.cdc.gov/ flu, or call CDC at  
800-CDC- I NFO (English and Spanish)  or 888-232-6348 (TTY) . 
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