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Top  S to r y : V i e t nam

Vietnam resurgence could mark regional avian influenza uptick

O
n	December	26th,	2006	H5N1	
avian	influenza	turned	up	in	
domestic	poultry	on	a	farm	in	
two	Mekong	Delta	provinces	of	

Vietnam.	This	was	the	first	report	of	H5N1	in	
this	country	in	over	a	year.		Since	this	reemer-
gence,	H5N1	has	been	detected	in	five	Vietnam	
provinces	and	outbreaks	are	predicted	to	
continue	throughout	the	winter	months.		If	they	
do,	import/export	controls	will	likely	follow	with	
the	possibility	of	sporadic	deaths	in	humans	who	
are	in	close	contact	with	infected	poultry.	While	
there	is	still	no	evidence	that	human	to	human	
transmission	has	become	easier,	the	reemergence	
of	H5N1	in	Vietnam	is	a	troubling	reminder	for	
scientists	and	policymakers.

Vietnam’s	bird	flu	response	was	frequently	held	up	as	exemplary:	government	bans	on	
duck	raising;	vaccination	campaigns	targeting	the	entire	domestic	poultry	population;	
widespread	communication	campaigns	regarding	the	potential	health	and	economic	
dangers;	rapid	response	to	outbreaks	through	culling	and	quarantine;	and	compensation	
programs	for	farmers	whose	flocks	were	culled.	But	Vietnam’s	domestic	flocks	remained	
vulnerable	to	importation,	either	through	wild	bird	migration	or	through	its	borders	
with	China	and	other	transnational	poultry	trade.		Due	to	their	reliance	on	ducks	for	
revenue,	the	ban	on	ducks	appears	to	have	been	less	effective	than	originally	hoped.	
Ducks	are	particularly	dangerous	as	they	can	carry	the	disease	without	displaying	any	
symptoms	and	can	easily	pass	it	on	through	their	excretions	to	chickens,	which	have	
close	to	100%	mortality	rate	when	exposed	to	the	virus.	This	also	suggests	that	the	
highly	publicized	farmer	education	campaign	did	not	convince	some	rural	farmers	who	
actively	evaded	the	restrictions.	

The	Vietnamese	government	has	recently	vaccinated	more	than	1.5	million	birds	to	
combat	these	outbreaks.		But	mass	vaccination	strategies	continue	to	spark	controversy	as	
critics	question	whether	this	could	ultimately	increase	the	likelihood	of	virus	mutation	or	
recombination	into	an	easily	transmissible	pandemic	human	strain.		Moving	forward,	the	
Vietnamese	government	will	likely	redouble	their	communication	efforts	to	get	commu-
nity	buy-in	and	will	also	try	to	improve	monitoring	and	regulation	of	livestock	trade	with	
China.	This	effort	will	likely	meet	with	little	success	because	of	the	porous	border	and	the	
preponderance	of	frequent	small	scale	transnational	transactions	with	China.	
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Avian Fluupdate

	 Science:	 The	first	human	trial	of	a	DNA	vaccine	commenced	on	21	Dec.	2006.	The	vaccine	is	designed	to	stimu-
late	human	cells	to	make	its	own	proteins	to	prepare	the	immune	system	against	an	infection.		DNA	
vaccines	offer	great	promise	in	the	fight	against	H5N1	because	they	bypass	the	traditional	egg-based	
production	method,	allowing	for	mass	quantities	to	be	created,	tested,	and	mass	produced	in	weeks	after	
a	pandemic	strain	emerges.	This	represents	a	major	improvement	over	the	four	to	eight	month	egg	based	
production	cycle.		However,	it	is	still	unclear	whether	these	types	of	vaccines	can	produce	enough	protec-
tion	in	humans	to	make	them	valuable	in	a	pandemic.	Scientists	speculate	that	they	may	need	to	be	used	
as	part	of	a	two-pronged	strategy	that	immediately	vaccinates	individuals	with	the	DNA	vaccine	and	with	
the	traditionally	produced	egg-based	vaccine	six	months	later.	If	further	testing	proves	that	this	DNA	
vaccine	is	completely	or	partially	effective,	this	vaccine	could	be	available	within	three	to	five	years	and	
will	be	an	important	new	tool	for	governments	with	sufficient	infrastructure	to	organize	and	implement	
mass	vaccination	campaigns.	This	vaccine	is	being	developed	by	the	US	government’s	National	Institute	
of	Allergy	and	Infectious	disease	(NIAID)	and	is	one	of	the	most	promising	results	of	the	Bush	adminis-
tration’s	investment	in	pandemic	influenza	preparedness.	The	majority	of	this	investment	revolves	
around	scientific	research	and	vaccine	development.

	 Policy:	 The	resurgence	of	H5N1	in	five	provinces	in	Vietnam	has	raised	questions	pertaining	to	Vietnam’s	policy	
of	mass	poultry	vaccination.	Experts	fear	that	this	approach	could	speed	up	virus	mutations	or	recombina-
tions	while	slowing	down	H5N1	detection	capability.	Mass	poultry	vaccinations	can	greatly	reduce	finan-
cial	losses	in	the	poultry	industry	that	occur	as	a	result	of	culling.		But	while	the	vaccine	does	protect	poul-
try	from	the	H5N1	virus	it	does	not	prevent	poultry	from	catching	and	spreading	the	virus.	Poultry	die-off	
is	one	of	the	quickest	and	most	effective	means	of	detecting	avian	flu	in	livestock.	With	more	poultry	living	
with	the	disease	it	is	likely	they	will	continuously	pass	it	on	to	wild	birds	and	further	global	H5N1	spread.	
There	is	also	an	increased	risk	of	humans	coming	in	contact	with	H5N1.	If	the	H5N1	virus	combines	with	
an	ordinary	human	influenza	virus,	it	could	create	a	new	pandemic	strain	that	is	easily	transmitted	between	
humans.	This	is	the	pandemic	scenario	that	is	most	worrisome	to	scientists.	To	aid	early	detection,	scientists	
suggest	that	farmers	maintain	“sentinel”	birds	in	their	flocks	who	do	not	receive	the	vaccination.	If	these	
unvaccinated	birds	succumb	to	the	H5N1	influenza	virus	they	can	be	identified	quickly	and	proper
response	can	potentially	stem	further	spread	of	H5N1.

	 outbreakS:	 1 DECEMBER 2006 TO 1 FEBRUARY 2007

H5N1 in wild birds
H5N1 in poultry and wild birds

H5N1 in humans

6 cases, 2 deaths

7 cases, 4 deaths9 cases, 5 deaths

9 cases, 9 deaths
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	 regional	aSSeSSmentS:

	 Northeast	aNd	southeast	asia

	 	 After	a	lull	in	outbreaks	in	Northeast	Asia	in	2006,	South	Korea	reported	several	outbreaks	of	highly-
pathogenic	H5N1	avian	influenza	on	poultry	and	quail	farms	in	November	and	December.	In	November,	
two	outbreaks	occurred	on	separate	chicken	farms,	and	a	third	broke	out	on	a	quail	farm	in	Kimje,	22	km	
from	the	previous	outbreaks.	Quarantines	were	set	up	in	all	situations	and	all	the	poultry	and	quail	on	the	
farms	were	culled.	In	December,	the	Ministry	of	Agriculture	and	Forestry	reported	a	fourth	outbreak	on	a	
duck	farm	in	South	Chungchong	Province,	about	60	km	southwest	of	Seoul.	Officials	have	culled	tens	of	
thousands	of	chickens	on	the	farm.	In	total,	officials	have	killed	over	1.13	million	poultry	and	quail	since	
the	first	outbreak	in	November.	No	human	cases	have	been	reported.

	 	 Southeast	Asia	has	born	the	brunt	of	the	outbreaks	in	2006.	In	December,	Vietnam	reported	its	first	
outbreaks	since	November	2005	in	the	Mekong	Delta.	Three	have	occurred	on	chicken	and	duck	farms	in	
Tran	Van	Thoi	district,	southern	Ca	Mau	province	and	in	Hoa	Binh	district	in	Bac	Lieu	since	7	December,	
and	tens	of	thousands	of	poultry	have	died	or	been	culled.	No	human	cases	have	been	reported.

	 africa

	 	 Egypt	and	Nigeria	experienced	avian	influenza	outbreaks	at	the	end	of	2006.	Nigeria	detected	new	
outbreaks	in	Borno	and	Kwara	and	it	has	resurfaced	on	three	poultry	farms	in	Kano	and	Ogun.	Officials	
believe	that	avian	flu	is	endemic	in	Nigeria	and	that	improper	monetary	compensation	is	causing	farmers	
not	to	report	outbreaks	or	to	cull	all	their	poultry	during	outbreaks.	They	also	believe	that	most	unreported	
outbreaks	occur	in	private	backyard	farms.	Egypt	is	of	more	concern	because	there	have	been	three	con-
firmed	human	deaths	from	the	H5N1	virus.	The	deaths	occurred	in	a	family	cluster	in	Gharbiya,	approxi-
mately	90	km	north	of	Cairo	in	the	Nile	Delta	region.	The	family	apparently	owned	many	ducks	in	their	
backyard	and	it	is	thought	that	they	caught	the	virus	while	slaughtering	several	of	the	ducks.	The	other	24	
family	members	who	live	there	have	not	shown	any	symptoms	yet.	Egypt	lies	along	several	major	migratory	
flight	paths	and	continues	to	be	at	great	risk	for	outbreaks.	

	 eu-	eurasia

The	European	Union	did	not	experience	any	avian	influenza	outbreaks	in	December	except	for	one	scare	in	
France.	On	mid-December	approximately	4,000	poultry	died	in	Sarrey,	in	the	Haute-Marne	region,	renew-
ing	avian	flu	scares	in	the	EU.	Tests	ultimately	showed	that	the	chickens	did	not	die	from	H5N1.	Experts	
warn	that	the	onset	of	winter	could	reintroduce	H5N1	into	the	region	through	bird	migration.		

Russia	has	not	reported	any	cases	of	avian	flu.	Azerbaijan	has	been	vigilant	in	monitoring	its	domestic	
and	wild	bird	populations	and	last	December	confirmed	that	they	have	no	found	any	new	outbreaks.	The	
chief	of	State	Veterinary	Service	under	the	Agriculture	Ministry	indicates	that	the	country	is	still	at	high	
risk	through	March	and	that	the	budget	for	monitoring	and	controlling	avian	flu	in	2006	was	used	up.	
Turkey	has	not	seen	new	outbreaks	at	the	end	of	2006,	but	in	November	it	allocated	$55mn	to	combat	the	
virus	over	the	next	four	years.	The	World	Bank	provided	approximately	$34mn	as	a	loan,	the	EU	donated	
$12.7mn,	the	US	donated	$1mn	and	the	Turkish	government	and	private	sector	contributed	$7mn.

	 americas

The	Americas	did	not	report	any	outbreaks	of	H5N1	at	the	end	of	2006	but	continue	to	monitor	the	situa-
tion	carefully	and	create	prevention	and	control	plans.	Economically,	although	Brazil	has	never	had	an	H5N1	
outbreak,	its	poultry	market	has	suffered	great	losses	due	to	the	virus’	spread	in	other	countries.	Fresh	poultry	
exports	dropped	approximately	8%	to	2.6	million	metric	tons	in	2006,	but	this	is	a	decrease	from	10%	prior	to	
December.	Brazil’s	poultry	exporters	have	a	positive	outlook	for	2007.	They	believe	that	countries	are	becoming	
accustomed	in	dealing	with	the	virus	and	project	the	volume	of	exports	to	be	as	much	as	2.8	million	tons,	the	
same	as	“pre-bird	flu”	years.							

	 	 The	US	has	not	experienced	an	outbreak	of	high-pathogenic	H5N1	but	the	government	continues	to	monitor	
and	try	to	develop	vaccines.	In	November	the	CDC	developed	the	“Mchip,”	a	cheaper	gene-reading	chip	useful	
for	allowing	experts	to	identify	flu	viruses.
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