Seasonal, Avian and Pandemic Influenza

Seasonal influenza follows predictable patterns; it comes every year, usually in the cold season. Seasonal flu symptoms can range from mild to severe, and in some cases they cause death.  From March each year, the WHO recommended influenza vaccine for northern and southern hemispheres is available at JMS. Since May 2008, the UN Medical Services Pandemic Influenza Guidelines strongly recommend seasonal flu vaccination for all UN staff and their dependents. 
Avian influenza (H5N1) or bird flu is a viral infection caused by strains of influenza that occur normally among birds.  Domestic poultry are especially vulnerable to infections leading to rapid spread of an outbreak. H5 N1 has shown capability to infect humans having close and continuous contact with sick birds.  Only sporadic human cases have been reported but over 60 % of all cases have been fatal and have resulted in death.
Although an influenza pandemic is an exceptional event, it is far more serious.  Pandemic flu is a virulent human flu that causes a global outbreak, or pandemic, of serious illness. Because there is little natural immunity, the disease can spread easily from person to person. The main way to avoid becoming infected will be to apply personal hygiene and keep distance from potentially infected or ill people. Hence, all social gathers, public places and public transport should be avoided (social distancing). Currently, there is no pandemic flu, but preparedness is on going under UN JMS.
Vaccination and treatment of Avian Influenza

The normal seasonal influenza vaccine provides protection against currently circulating strains of human influenza. It does not provide protection against avian influenza; it only minimizes the risk of co- infection and genetic re- assortment of human and avian influenza viruses in humans. In the event of an influenza pandemic, a new vaccine would need to be produced.

Currently, there is no available vaccines that can protect against disease caused by the avian influenza strain in humans. The WHO and many other organizations worldwide are working towards producing a vaccine against avian A (H5N1) influenza. Candidate vaccines have been produced, which are being evaluated in humans. However mass production of a vaccine will probably not take place unless there is evidence of efficient spread between humans.

There are two licensed modern virus inhibitors exist: oseltamivir (Tamiflu®) and zanamivir (Relenza®). Both have demonstrated, under laboratory conditions, to be effective against the current A(H5N1) virus. They reduce spreading of the virus and help to diminish the symptoms of influenza. 

For more information on Avian and Pandemic Influenza, visit www.unon.org/avian and for more information on what UNON is doing in relation to Avian and Pandemic Influenza, visit the JMS Intranet Page.

You may also call The Pandemic Preparedness Unit on EXT. 1556 with any queries.

