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Avian influenza (bird flu)

An infection in birds caused by several strains of influenza A virus and some of these
strains have spread from wild birds to domestic poultry

Avian influenza, also called bird flu, is an infection in birds caused by several strains of influenza A
virus. Avian influenza is found in bird populations worldwide and some of these strains have
spread from wild birds to domestic poultry. Some specific viruses (e.g. H5, H7 and H9 strains) have
also spread from infected birds to humans, although this is usually rare.

In recent years, human cases have been reported in a limited number of countries, with most
previous cases reported from China, Southeast Asia and Egypt, usually following exposure to avian
species. However, human cases associated with international travel are very unusual. Check our
Country Information pages for recent destination specific news and outbreaks.

In humans, avian influenza symptoms vary, depending on the virus strain. Symptoms range from a
mild flu like illness, sometimes with conjunctivitis (red, sore, discharging eyes), diarrhoea and
abdominal pain, to a severe respiratory illness with breathing difficulties and pneumonia. Human
infections may be fatal.

Prevention

Human infections are mainly associated with direct contact with infected birds or through indirect
contact (contact with body fluids, including blood or bird droppings) in places where infected birds
have been kept (e.g. poultry farms, bird markets). Transmission from human to human is very
infrequent.

Close, prolonged contact with an infected bird is usually needed for bird flu to spread to humans,
so all travellers should:

Avoid visiting live bird and animal markets and poultry farms and do not touch wild or
domestic birds (alive or dead).

Avoid any contact with bird droppings, feathers and nests.

Do not eat or handle undercooked or raw poultry, egg or duck dishes.

Wash hands regularly with soap and water or use alcohol-based hand rubs when washing
facilities are not available.

Seek prompt medical advice if you become ill with severe breathing difficulties within 10 days of
travel to any country affected by avian influenza outbreaks.

The seasonal flu vaccine available in the UK from September/October each year will not prevent
infection with avian influenza viruses.

Antiviral medications may be used, after specialist advice, to treat cases or suspected cases of
avian influenza.

See UK Health Security Agency website for more information on avian influenza.
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Resources

Avian influenza: leaflet for travellers to China
European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control: Avian influenza
NHS: Bird flu

US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: Information about Avian Influenza
World Health Organization: Avian influenza

page2/2


https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/avian-influenza-guidance-data-and-analysis
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/avian-influenza-advice-for-travellers-to-china
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/avian-influenza
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/bird-flu/
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/avianflu/index.htm
http://www.who.int/influenza/resources/avian_influenza/en/
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