


What is Avian Flu?  
Avian Influenza (Bird Flu) is an infection caused by avian influenza viruses. These flu viruses occur naturally among birds. Wild birds worldwide carry the viruses in their intestines, but usually do not get sick from them. However, bird flu is very contagious among birds and can make some domesticated birds, including chickens, ducks, and turkeys,
 
What threat does Avian Flu pose?

The current threat is limited to individuals who come into contact with the virus from exposure to infected animals.  The potential threat is that the strain may mutate and allow human-to-human transmission.  In September of 2005 the World Health Organization warned that an Avian Flu pandemic among humans was imminent and urged nations to prepare for an outbreak.   If an outbreak occurs, employers may be faced with significant absenteeism from employees' serious illnesses and fatalities and from other employees fearful of leaving home or having their children in school or with other children.  Employers may also find companies and organizations they depend on for service, parts and supplies have staffing shortages which make it difficult for them to continue their usual business relationships.  If an outbreak does occur, it could last 12 to 18 months.  

Is there a vaccine to protect humans from this virus? 
There currently is no vaccine to protect humans against the H5N1 virus that is being seen in Asia. However, vaccine development efforts are under way. Research studies to test a vaccine to protect humans against H5N1 virus began in April 2005. 
What is a pandemic?

An influenza pandemic is a global outbreak of disease that occurs when a new influenza A virus appears or "emerges" in the human population, causes serious illness, and then spreads easily from person to person worldwide. Pandemics are different from seasonal outbreaks or "epidemics" of influenza. Seasonal outbreaks are caused by subtypes of influenza viruses that are already in existence among people, whereas pandemic outbreaks are caused by new subtypes or by subtypes that have never circulated among people or that have not circulated among people for a long time. Past influenza pandemics have led to high levels of illness, death, social disruption, and economic loss.


What happened in the last pandemic, the Spanish Flu Pandemic of 1918?
1918-19, "Spanish flu," [A (H1N1)], caused the highest number of known influenza deaths: more than 500,000 people died in the United States, and up to 50 million people may have died worldwide. Many people died within the first few days after infection, and others died of complications later. Nearly half of those who died were young, healthy adults. 

Guidance for Employees who Travel
The CDC has issued precautions for travel to countries that are reporting outbreaks of avian influenza A (H5N1) in humans and animals. Currently, CDC does not recommend that the general public avoid travel to any of the countries affected by avian influenza A (H5N1). 

Specifically for Healthcare Workers
Interim Recommendations for Infection Control in Health-Care Facilities Caring for Patients with Known or Suspected Avian Influenza is available from the CDC.

Preparations to consider now:
Decisions will be made and assistance available for any Avian Flu outbreak at the local (not federal) level.  You may want to contact your local health department to determine their plans for guidance or assistance for employers.   


Ideas to avoid spread of the flu in your workplace
At the work site, you can help keep your employees on the alert to minimize risk of illness.  To reduce the potential spread of the flu this season: post notices as reminders that proper hygienic practices are especially important during flu season, keep face-to-face meetings to a minimum during peak periods of flu outbreaks, communicate the importance of washing hands in bathrooms, break and food areas, make disinfectants available for those who have to share equipment or tools and for telephones, computers or other accessories and in common work areas, make sure facial tissues are available in your common areas and conference rooms and if you have an infectious disease control policy, plan to re-communicate it to everyone. 

Consider Telecommuting if employees are reluctant to come to work. 
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Special Edition: Avian Flu Information








Action Point: Consider including this information in your organization’s newsletter or email to 		people in order to head off any panic/fear and provide them with information.


Action Point: Begin to gather information and to develop a plan for the workplace in case such 		a pandemic were to occur.


Action Point: Share with your key staff people and any entity such as a Personnel Committee.











Please note: The Solution does not represent a legal opinion and in no way seeks to provide legal advice.  Its contents consist of information from a Human Resource Management Practitioner-Consultant view point. Should your organization need legal advice you are encouraged to discuss such issues with your labor-employment law attorney.


The information contained in The Solution primarily reflects national trends, federal compliance issues and State of Texas positions. You are encouraged to inquire as to whether or not your particular state has a position different from those expressed in The Solution.


Should others you know desire to receive a free copy of The Solution, simply have them send an email message requesting to receive the newsletter to dbaggett@wcc.net.




















