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Many scientists believe it is a matter of time until the next influenza pandemic occurs. However, the 
timing and severity of the next pandemic cannot be predicted. Influenza pandemics occurred three times 
in the past century — in 1918-19, 1957-58, and 1968-69. 
3.   What is avian influenza (bird flu)? 
Avian influenza is an infection caused by avian (bird) influenza (flu) viruses. These influenza viruses 
occur naturally among birds. Wild birds worldwide carry the viruses in their intestines, but usually do not 
get sick from them. However, avian influenza is very contagious among birds and can make some 
domesticated birds, including chickens, ducks, and turkeys, very sick and kill them. Influenza A (H5N1) 
virus is an influenza A virus subtype that has been infecting birds and causing transmission to humans. 
4.   How do people become infected with avian influenza viruses? 
Although avian influenza (bird flu) viruses do not usually infect humans, a number of confirmed cases of 
human infection with bird flu viruses have occurred since 1997. These cases of H5N1 avian influenza 
infection in humans have resulted from direct or close contact with infected poultry (e.g., domesticated 
chicken, ducks, and turkeys) or surfaces possibly contaminated from feces of infected birds. For a 
pandemic of influenza to occur, avian influenza must mutate/change to be able to be passed easily from 
person to person. 
5. How many people have become infected with the avian influenza virus?  
The World Health Organization (WHO) maintains situation updates and cumulative reports of human 
cases of avian influenza A (H5N1). This information is available at http://pandemicflu.gov/#map

. 
6.   What are the symptoms of avian influenza in humans? 
People infected with the current strand of the avian virus (H5N1) have shown everything from typical 
human influenza-like symptoms (fever, cough, sore throat, and muscle aches) to pneumonia, severe 
respiratory diseases, and other life-threatening complications. Symptoms of avian influenza may depend 
on which specific virus subtype and strain caused the infection 
7.   How is avian influenza in humans treated? 
Supportive care is important, as it is for annual influenza. Laboratory studies suggest that two 
prescription medicines approved for human influenza viruses, Tamiflu™ and Relenza™, may work in 
treating avian influenza infection in humans. Since influenza viruses can become drug resistant, clinical 
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