
 

Avian flu in seals could infect people
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A Weddell Seal at a breathing hole. Credit: Giuseppe Zibordi / Michael Van
Woert, NOAA NESDIS, ORA

The avian flu virus that caused widespread harbor seal deaths in 2011
can easily spread to and infect other mammals and potentially humans.

A new study by the U.S. Geological Survey and St. Jude Children's
Research Hospital shows that the avian influenza H3N8 strain that
infected New England harbor seals could be transmitted to other
mammals through the air without physical contact. Transmission by
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respiratory droplets through coughing, for example, is the main way 
influenza viruses spread among people. The study also showed that
current seasonal flu vaccines do not protect against this seal virus,
meaning a new vaccine would be necessary if there ever was an outbreak
in humans.

"The ability to transmit through the air is an important step in the path
toward any influenza virus becoming pandemic," said USGS scientist
Hon Ip. "The lack of protection against the seal virus from the annual
seasonal vaccine highlights the risks posed by this H3N8 group of
viruses."

The article, led by St. Jude in collaboration with the USGS and the
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, was published today in the
journal Nature Communications and is available online.

The scientists tested a sample of the influenza virus taken from an
infected harbor seal in New Hampshire in 2011, and found that the virus
was closely related to influenza viruses from wild birds. However, the
H3N8 virus isolated from the seal contained mutations that allowed it to
reproduce efficiently in human lung cells, cause disease in mice and
infect ferrets through the air.

"Findings from this study highlight the need for continued surveillance
and study of avian influenza genetics, particularly in areas like coastal
regions where wild birds, wild mammals and human populations come
into contact with each other," said USGS scientist Jeff Hall.

H3N8 viruses, common in wild birds, have been associated with ongoing
outbreaks in dogs and horses and have also been detected in pigs,
donkeys and now seals. Beginning in September 2011, more than 160
young harbor seals were found dead or dying along the New England
coast as a result of this infection. In previous H3N8 mortality events, up
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to 20 percent of the local seal population died.

  More information: "Respiratory transmission of an avian H3N8
influenza virus isolated from a harbour seal." Erik A. Karlsson, et al. 
Nature Communications 5, Article number: 4791 DOI:
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