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North Wales H7N2 Avian Flu Q&A Information for Public

What has happened in North Wales?

Several cases of the H7 flu virus in humans have been identified following the discovery of avian flu in poultry in North Wales and the North West of England. Two locations with infected birds have been identified and at each of them, one or more close human contacts of the infected birds has become ill. Some of these people have tested positive for the H7 virus subtype.
What is Avian Flu?

Avian influenza, or 'bird flu', is an infectious disease of animals caused by viruses that normally infect only birds and, less commonly, pigs. While all bird species are thought to be susceptible to infection, domestic poultry flocks are especially vulnerable to infections that can rapidly cause epidemics in poultry. 
It often causes little or no disease in wild waterfowl, but can result in the death of large numbers of domestic poultry.  Birds can die on the same day that symptoms first appear. Once infection is suspected in a flock the remaining birds are culled to prevent further infection.

There are a number of strains of Avian Flu each with slightly different symptoms; these are commonly called ‘fowl pest’.  The strain identified in the smallholding in North Wales is H7N2.  This strain has not previously been identified in the UK.  It is not the H5N1 type of virus that has previously caused concern in other countries.
Can humans be infected by animals?

Yes but this requires close contact with infected poultry. This means handling poultry or being within one metre of the birds or their secretions in an enclosed space Birds shed influenza virus in their faeces so contact with ‘fresh’ faeces, rather than directly with birds, may also be a possible transmission route.  In the recent H7N3 poultry outbreak in Norfolk, there was one associated human case who suffered from conjunctivitis. Previous to this, in England in 1996 there was a single case of a female farmer who acquired H7 influenza and suffered conjunctivitis after cleaning out a poultry house.

Can humans be infected by other humans who have become infected?

Yes, however spread from one person to another does not usually occur although it has been raised as a possibility in occasional cases in previous avian flu outbreaks.  Spread from one human to another would require close contact with someone who is a suspected or confirmed case, for several hours in an enclosed environment.

How many people have been infected so far?  Is it spreading?

The most up to date information is available through the media and online.  It is not possible to include this detail here but we will ensure the public are kept up to date through regular media briefings.
What are the signs and symptoms?

The symptoms of avian influenza in humans vary considerably depending on the strain or subtype of the virus involved.  The symptoms of H7 are generally mild.  Most human cases have presented with conjunctivitis only (red, sore, itchy eyes).  Some cases have had flu-like illness with symptoms such as fever, cough, runny nose, headache and aching muscles, with or without conjunctivitis. 

How long does it take for humans to develop symptoms?

The usual time from time from exposure to infection to onset of symptoms is 3 – 5 days and up to a maximum of 10 days.  More than 7 days is, however, unusual for H7 infections.

I have been in contact with someone who is now ill (or has had flu) – am I at risk of getting bird flu?
There are lots of coughs and colds and flu-like illnesses circulating in the community all the time. However, there has been no reported increase of flu-like illnesses in the general population in the last few weeks.

You would only be at risk, if the person who is ill has been in contact with someone who has been in close contact with an infected flock or in close contact (i.e. a household contact) with someone who is a treated case.  
The National Public Health Service is contacting all close contacts of infected poultry or human cases. If you have not been contacted by the National Public Health Service then you should not worry. 

What do I do if I become ill? If I have any symptoms what should I do?  

I've been experiencing flu-like symptoms.  Could this be Avian Flu?

If you are experiencing flu like symptoms, and are not aware of contact with infected birds or someone else who is a case of Avian Flu then it is much more likely that you have a common virus causing coughs, colds and ordinary flu. You should take the actions you normally would: such as taking plenty of fluids, rest and appropriate medication such as paracetemol. 

 We are confident that there is no significant risk of Avian Flu for the general public. 
Does the seasonal flu jab protect against avian flu?

No, seasonal flu jab cannot protect against avian flu.
How do I protect myself from becoming infected?

Generally, infection requires close contact with infected poultry. Unless you are a poultry worker or work with animal health services, you are unlikely to be in contact with the H7 virus.

If you keep poultry, advice is available from the DEFRA website or via the DEFRA helpline on 08459 33 55 77.  
If there is avian flu in your area you should avoid contact with the infected areas and  respect the exclusion zones.

Is there any vaccination available to prevent me becoming ill / infected?

No there is not a vaccination available that will prevent you from becoming ill from avian flu.   Current ’flu jabs’ which protect against human flu, when administered to groups such as poultry cullers, may reduce the risk that humans at higher risk of exposure to the bird virus might become infected with human and avian viruses at the same time, which could cause mixing of the virus and potentially lead to mutation to a more virulent strain.

I live in a rural area near the exclusion zone.  Should I be worried that I might catch the virus?

No. Avian influenza is a disease of birds. It is very rare for humans to become infected and even then it is normally associated with close contact with infected birds. The risk to the health of the general public is very low. 

If you have any other enquiries about avian flu, please contact the special health helpline on 0845 600 3678
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