
 

Tonga declares Zika epidemic after five
confirmed cases

February 5 2016

The tiny South Pacific kingdom of Tonga said Friday it has a Zika
epidemic after five people tested positive for the virus and another 265
are suspected of having it.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention said in addition to
Tonga, the Pacific islands of American Samoa and Samoa have also
reported Zika outbreaks and it is warning Pacific travelers to protect
themselves from mosquitoes, which spread the virus.

Tonga Health Minister Dr. Saia Piukala told The Associated Press on
Friday the Zika outbreak is the island's first and it is awaiting the results
of more blood tests that have been sent overseas. He said many people
aren't being tested because of the cost, but are being diagnosed anyway
because of their symptoms.

Piukala said there haven't been any reported cases of pregnant women
contracting the virus.

"We hope that the pregnant women out there who have signs and
symptoms of Zika come forward," he said.

Malinoa Fainu, from Ha'ateiho village, said she'd heard about the disease
on television and is trying to take precautions.

"I'm afraid that I might catch it in my condition," she said. "I'm
pregnant."
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Tongan health officials have started spraying bug killer in schools and
other areas where people gather to try to slow the spread of the disease.

Of the five confirmed cases of Zika that originated in Tonga, three were
discovered in New Zealand when people who had traveled to Tonga were
tested, officials said. But New Zealand officials say there is virtually no
threat of Zika there because New Zealand doesn't have the species of
mosquito which is spreading the disease.

Brazilian researchers suspect the explosive spread of Zika is linked to an
increase in the number of babies born with abnormally small heads,
although scientists have not proven a link.

The World Health Organization this week declared the Zika virus a
global emergency.
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