Avian Influenza (bird flu) in Montana?
  The headline of the story appearing 04/06/2006 by Vera Haffey in The Montana Standard read, “Anaconda prepares for bird flu outbreak”.  

  What? Yikes! As an avid water fowler who was reading the paper as a break from meticulously painting the finishing touches of Burnt Umber around the eyelid of my most recent bass wood, hand carved Northern Pintail decoy – I thought what is going on – in Anaconda? I had been superficially following the reports of bird flu in Asia and read about the more than 40 human deaths in 2005 and 20 so far in 2006 but little ole’ Anaconda, MT. - I read on. 
ANACONDA — Pandemic 2007, an exercise in preparing Anaconda for a possible worldwide bird flu outbreak, might not solve preparedness problems, but it will give locals an idea of what to expect, according to the county’s disaster and emergency services coordinator, Bill Converse.
  “The reason for the exercise is to make all the players aware of what their responsibilities are, and how they are going to perform their duties,” Converse said. But, “We don’t want to panic anyone.” The Centers for Disease Control, World Health Organization and other groups believe a global pandemic could be the offing…
  Pandemic 2007 is also designed to help develop a contingency plan to help minimize the effects of the disease that could affect one-third (of)…residents…
  Just about then a news flash cut through my peaceful evening of Bach, carving and painting – the public radio announcer said that a wild swan was just confirmed with bird flu in Scotland. Last year I recall having up to 50 swans fly so close over head as I hunted ducks at Freezeout Lake – you could hear the air whisper through their rigid, soft primaries.

  What was going on and how bad is this stuff? Would this impact my waterfowl hunting this fall or worse yet, the thousands upon thousands of ducks and geese that migrate through Montana? Just over the past few weeks more than 20,000 snow geese had rested at Freezeout on their way north to Alaska. 

  The next day I contacted Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks biologists and veterinarians’.

  Avian flu is an infection caused by avian (bird) influenza (flu) viruses, which occur naturally and commonly among wild birds. It is highly contagious among wild birds but has little impact because they are fairly resistant to such an infection. It can, however, be deadly to domestic/captive raised poultry such as chicken, turkey and domestic fowl, ducks and geese. It is direct or indirect contact between the two types of birds that can spread or cause deadly epidemics. Domestic birds may become infected by coming in direct contact with surfaces, water, or feed that has been contaminated by infected wild bird saliva, nasal secretions or feces. Tens of millions of farmed raised poultry have been destroyed in Asia attempting to stop the disease. 

  Pandemic flu is flu that causes a global outbreak, or pandemic, of illness that spreads easily from person to person. Currently there is no pandemic flu and there are also no cases reported of humans contracting the deadly avian influenza “A” virus (H5N1), first discovered in 1997, from “wild” birds but the world is holding its breadth. Part of the problem is that H5N1 is a subtype strain of avian influenza that can rapidly mutate and acquire the genes from other viruses. The theory is that as more people become infected over time, the more likely humans will become a “mixing vessel” that would result in a new strain that could be easily transmitted from person to person or create a pandemic. So far the transmission of the influenza has not been observed to continue beyond one person – so far! 

  As millions of wild birds return to the northern hemisphere following age old migration routes, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is training more than 100 volunteers to assist in the survey of wild fowl in Alaska. More than 6 million waterfowl migrate to the northern reaches of Alaska; it is the breeding ground for waterfowl that travel from as far away as southeastern Asia. Because of this, Alaska could be the gateway for the transmission of the flu into the lower 48 (see map of waterfowl migration routes into U.S. on next page).  

  On March 10, Medical News Today (www.medicalnewstoday.com) reported that, “according to Michael Chertoff, Homeland Security Secretary, the deadly H5N1 Bird Flu virus strain could hit the USA during the next few months as birds start migrating. Some ornithologists wrote to Medical News Today explaining that North America could be hit from two fronts. Migrating birds from West Africa, to the Arctic, Alaska and then southwards into the American continent or into Alaska from Asia, and then down. Either way, the migrating birds would be coming from areas in the world where H5N1 is present.”

  Last year federal and state wildlife and public health officials in Alaska tested more than 4,500 birds for the flu; since 1998 more than 12,000 wild migratory birds in the Alaska flyway have been tested. New discoveries of H5N1 in countries with wintering wild birds that will be migrating to Alaska and hopes of heading off a pandemic have triggered expanded wild fowl testing and public health education programs. Alaska hopes to test as many as 15,000 migratory birds in 2006. (H5N1 has been found in 35 countries)

  The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services working with the Center for Disease Control has requested that all 50 states conduct Pandemic Planning Seminars or Summits. Montana is slated to conduct a pandemic flu summit on May 23, as part of the annual Governor’s Conference on Emergency Preparedness. For more information go to: www.dphhs.mt.gov%2Fpandemic.shtm

  In the past year wildlife disease biologists, veterinarians and epidemiologists, the International Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies, the USDA and DOI have developed a U.S. Interagency Strategic Plan. The plan targets bird species in North America that have the highest risk of exposure or birds that due to migratory patterns mix with birds from Asia and Oceania or Pacific Territories – Alaska is the mixing zone. 

  So what does this mean for Montana and what is our FWP doing? According to Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks, Wildlife Veterinarian, Mark W. Atkinson, “first, avian influenza is primarily a disease of birds, not humans and we believe it is critically important for the Montana public to understand that a detection of this virus in birds does not signal the start of a pandemic among people and would not constitute a reason for panic.”

  Atkinson added that, “based on recommendations set forth in the interagency plan, Montana FWP is currently finalizing a state plan which should see us begin wild bird surveillance efforts in August of this year (focusing on the migration of birds as they come south from Alaska and possibly Asian summer breeding areas).

  Important points regarding this surveillance: 

1. Approximately 1,000 birds across the state (representing several different species including tundra swans, snow geese, pintail, mallards etc.) will be sampled in 2006. At this time, migratory wetland-associated birds utilizing the Pacific Flyway will be the primary focus for sampling.

2. Sampling (collection of culture swabs) of live birds will occur in conjunction with normal waterfowl banding operations across the state. Testing of live, apparently healthy, wild birds will target those species that represent the highest risk of being exposed to or infected with high pathogenic H5N1 avian influenza. If sample number or species representation is insufficient, additional efforts will be considered.

3. Sampling of dead birds will occur primarily during the fall hunting season (hunter harvested birds). This will occur in conjunction with a significant hunter education/information effort. FWP will continue to emphasize common sense sanitary practices in handling, cleaning, and preparing wild fowl. 

4. Investigations of field reports of waterfowl and shorebird mortalities will continue to occur, and samples will be collected accordingly. The systematic investigation of sick or dead wild birds offers the highest and earliest probability of detecting the highly pathogenic H5N1 strain.

5. There may be an environmental component to the sampling effort, by collecting material from lakes and ponds where appropriate.

6. Processing of samples will be coordinated through the FWP Wildlife Research Laboratory. Viral testing will be completed at a federally accredited diagnostic laboratory (such as Colorado State Veterinary Diagnostic Lab).

7. Funding for this program is to be obtained from one or more federal agencies including USDA-APHIS, Wildlife Services and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

  “There is no evidence we have the severe avian influenza currently circulating in Asia and Europe in Montana or anywhere in North America at this time,” said Atkinson.  “It would be a shame if a Montana waterfowl hunter decided not to hunt this year based on these distant developments. “ As always, FWP recommends that hunters use the common sense precautions listed below when handling game.

  As far as my decoy, it’s finished and has joined my other three dozen that I plan on using this fall; not all hand carved. Right now I’m working on a Canvasback for my son. And, as far as the 2006 season, yes, at this point and with the information I have collected, I feel safe in heading afield. I will, however, continue to monitor updates and share that information with the readers of Montana Wildlife. 

  For the most current information about avian influenza go to the World Health Organization avian influenza website at: www.who.int/csr/disease/avian_influenza/en.

  For more information about influenza pandemics, see the CDC Pandemic Influenza website at www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic or  www.PandemicFlu.gov. 
Precautions for Game Handling
Do not handle dead birds or birds that appear sick 

Wear disposable gloves when dressing game birds and waterfowl 

Don’t eat, drink or smoke while handling game 

Wash hands with soap and water, and clean surfaces that come in contact with game 

Cook game meat thoroughly 

Properly dispose of remains of field-dressed birds tc "Avian Influenza (bird flu) in Montana ?"
