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News

The UK Medical Research
Council (MRC) is flying experts
on influenza to East Asia in a bid
to boost flu surveillance pro-
grammes, so scientists will be
able to pick up signs if a pan-
demic is about to ensue.

The westward spread of the
H5N1 strain of avian flu—which
has already killed 60 people—
from China to Europe’s borders
in just 18 months has alarmed
veterinary experts and virolo-
gists. The UK government pub-
lished guidance for doctors on its
website on Thursday this week,
after the BMJ went to press.

However, it is in China, Viet-
nam, and Hong Kong where
most infected flocks persist and
where World Health Organiza-
tion experts say the bird virus is
most likely to recombine with
human influenza to form a pan-
demic strain.

The MRC’s chief executive,
Colin Blakemore, announced
on Monday that a team of senior
scientists, including the MRC’s
influenza expert John Skehel,
would be visiting China, Viet-
nam, and Hong Kong to “extend
research collaboration” between
Britain and East Asian countries.

The team will report back to an
international meeting on flu in
London in December.

Senior MRC figures said,
however, that the urgent need to
improve surveillance systems in
East Asia before the emergence
of a pandemic virus was one of
the main reasons for the visit.

Alan Hay, director of the
joint MRC and WHO World
Influenza Centre in north
London, said: “In some parts of
China the surveillance networks
are not so well established. We
need to have good surveillance
so that we’re in a better position
to detect any signs that the virus
is about to become a pandemic.”

Two years ago the Chinese
authorities were heavily criti-
cised for doing too little to con-
tain the emerging epidemic of
the severe acute respiratory syn-
drome virus and then for seek-
ing to conceal the extent of its
spread.

However, Dr Hay admitted
that if a pandemic strain
emerged in Asia then even with
the best surveillance systems the
rest of the world would have 
little time to prepare for its
arrival. “Once it does emerge it

is likely to spread around the
world in a few months,” he said.
In contrast he said that “many
months” would be needed to
produce an effective vaccine
against it.

The production process
could be further hampered by
the private ownership in the
United States of “reverse genet-
ics technology” needed to make
the vaccine.

Despite these concerns,
Patricia Hewitt, the UK secretary
of state for health, told the
House of Commons on Tuesday
that Britain was one of the “best
prepared nations in the world”
to deal with a flu pandemic and
that the acquisition of 14 million
doses of the antiviral drug
oseltamivir (Tamiflu) would
reduce the number of deaths in
Britain. (See p 922.)
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The surveillance needed to iden-
tify the conditions leading to the
spread of avian influenza from
poultry to humans is not in
place, a House of Lords commit-
tee heard last week.

This warning was given
during the opening public ses-
sion of the inquiry into pandem-
ic influenza being carried out by
the Lords’ Science and Technol-
ogy Select Committee. The
inquiry will focus on the risk of a

pandemic and the state of the
UK’s contingency planning.

Committee members said
witnesses painted a “deeply dis-
turbing” and depressing picture
and asked about the preventive
steps that could be taken.

One of the witnesses, Jan
Slingenbergh, a senior officer in
the animal health service of the
Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion, said: “We know there is a
link between the amount of

virus circulating in poultry, the
amount of exposure of suscepti-
ble humans, and the likelihood
of further evolution of the virus
into a human to human trans-
missible pathogen.

“But to have a targeted sur-
veillance that would tell us how
far has the virus evolved and to
what extent can we stop it, under
which circumstance and in
which poultry systems and
areas—that type of surveillance is
not in place, for many reasons.”

The risk of a pandemic of
human to human transmissible
virus should be taken seriously,
he added, but he said, “There is
no evidence of sustained human
to human transmission, yet.”

He said countries such as
Malaysia, Hong Kong, Taiwan,
South Korea, and Japan “have
all successfully dealt with avian
influenza virus incursions in the
sense that the virus was swiftly
eliminated and did not re-enter;
that gives hope that progress will
be made.”

Bob McCracken, of the
British Veterinary Association,
told the inquiry that avian flu
had been around for decades
and had surfaced in European
countries. Many of those coun-
tries and others affected in East
Asia had dealt with it effectively.

The inquiry, which is expect-
ed to report back before the end
of the year, continues.
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A Romanian vet takes a dead chicken from a hen house in Romania.
The spread of the H5N1 strain of avian flu across Asia and into
Europe has alarmed veterinary experts and virologists
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