Is it all a conspiracy?
By Zulfiqar Ali
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Last month, print and electronic media ran stories about the outbreak of bird flu in two districts of the NWFP — Charsadda and Abbottabad. It created a lot of confusion all across Pakistan and affected the poultry industry in the NWFP. The people related to the industry term reports about the detection of the deadly virus a conspiracy hatched by their business rivals. Many of them say that pharmaceutical tycoons have launched psychological warfare across the globe to introduce and sell new medicines and vaccines which, according to reports, they have manufactured but not marketed as yet.

Dr Tariq Javed Sulehri, who has a vast experience in veterinary science, blames the media for the hype following the reported outbreak of bird flu on two farms in Charsadda and Abbottabad. He says that samples were sent from the affected poultry farms in Abbottabad to a reference laboratory in Islamabad more than 20 days ago, but their results were delayed without any plausible reason. According to Dr Sulheri, the government issued directives to cull poultry after the disease had been controlled on the affected farms and the mortality rate was reduced. He says, “Media trial is a serious blow to the poultry sector and our national economy.”

Officials believe that about 50,000 chickens were culled on two farms in Abbottabad and Charsadda districts of the NWFP after the directorate of livestock and veterinary received directives from the federal ministry of food, agriculture and livestock. However, workers on the two affected poultry farms are ignorant of the mysterious disease. But they say that the government took action when the situation was improving and the mortality rate had came down.

Alamgir Khan, a supervisor on the affected poultry farm near Charsadda says that initially 200 to 300 birds died on a daily basis, but once the vaccines were administering the mortality rate came down. “It was very serious, but we controlled it,” he believes.

Avian influenza is an infection caused by avian (bird) influenza (flu) viruses. These viruses occur naturally among birds. Wild birds all over the world carry these viruses in their intestines, but usually do not fall sick because of them. However, avian influenza is very contagious among birds and can make some domesticated birds, including chickens, ducks, and turkeys, very sick and kill them.

Infected birds shed influenza virus in their saliva, nasal secretions, and faeces. Susceptible birds become infected when they have contact with contaminated secretions or excretions or with surfaces that are contaminated with secretions or excretions from infected birds. Domesticated birds may become infected with the avian influenza virus through direct contact with infected waterfowl or other infected poultry or through contact with surfaces (such as dirt or cages) or materials (such as water or feed) that have been contaminated with the virus.

Infection with avian influenza viruses in domestic poultry causes two main forms of disease that are distinguished by low and high extremes of virulence. The “low pathogenic” form may go undetected and usually causes only mild symptoms (such as ruffled feathers and a drop in egg production). However, the highly pathogenic form spreads more rapidly through flocks of poultry. This form may cause a disease that affects multiple internal organs and has a mortality rate that can reach 90-100 per cent often within 48 hours.

Dr Sulehri says that scientists have so far detected a total of 16 types of H virus and nine N type ones. H5N1 is thought to be very dangerous while in Pakistan H7, H9 type viruses have been found. According to Dr Sulehri, H5N1 virus was first detected in Scotland in 1959. The same virus was found in England in 1991. In Hong Kong, H5N1 was detected in 1997 and 2001 again; and for the first time it has been detected in South Asia.
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Health experts say in Pakistan nobody knows about the disease. “We are confronting a phenomenon which is more dangerous than Aids, Hepatitis or any other contagious disease,” says a doctor from Peshawar. The lack of information about the disease and misinformation by print and electronic media have scared the general public. Despite the reported cases of H5 virus in Abbottabad and Charsadda districts, workers still perform their duty without resorting to any precautionary measures on poultry farms to protect themselves from the virus.

A doctor who has been appointed a member of the task force set up in the province to cope with bird flu, acknowledges that the level of preparedness as far as the government goes is almost negligible.

Health, agriculture and livestock departments lack the resources and infrastructure to combat the virus. This can be gauged from the fact that eight workers who have been looking after the poultry farm in Dheri Zardad near Charsadda were kept in a portion of the children ward of the district headquarters hospital because of the non-availability of quarantine facilities. There was no restriction on the movement of visitors in the ward too.

As per World Health Organization (WHO) standards, if a bird flu case is detected in a particular area, a hygiene-security zone is established in a three-kilometre radius along with a 10-kilometre observation radius to minimize the risk of the spread of the virus. But such standards are not followed here. The only option that the government has is to impose section 144 to stop movement of poultry among districts. The Charsadda district has around 400 poultry farms, but there low precautionary measures had been adopted; and it is only now that the affected farm is being rehabilitated.

The provincial directorate of veterinary and livestock has set up a task force and prepared a contingency plan with an amount of Rs7 million. The task force will review the situation and under the plan the directorate will enlist poultry farms, monitor wild birds and conduct vaccination campaigns.

Chief conservator NWFP Wildlife Department Dr Mumtaz Malik says that on the recommendation of the task force, monitoring of wetlands and hunting points across the province has started, but no positive case has so far been detected. He says that the task force never recommended ban on hunting.

Officials of the NWFP health and agriculture department say that the reference laboratory in Islamabad, which functions under the federal ministry of food, agriculture and livestock, has unofficially confirmed the presence of low pathogenic avian influenza H5 as far as the two affected poultry farms go, while they are awaiting the report about the N-strain of the virus. The government has sent samples to London for tests. If N1 virus is found after the tests are done, the government will start a poultry vaccination campaign across the province, says Muqarrab Ali Khan, director livestock. He believes that following the reference laboratory report in which H5 virus was detected, the federal government has issued directives not to put a ban on poultry movement.

“The virus detected in Charsadda and Abbottabad is in a low pathogenic form and people can consume poultry products. But they should be careful and must purchase healthy birds,” Mr Khan says. He adds that in the year 2003, H7, H9 viruses were detected in Karachi, but they didn’t pose any threat to human beings.

Bird flu has hit Iran, India and China in our region. The estimated population of poultry in Pakistan is 280 million with 42 million in the NWFP alone. Punjab contributes 90 per cent of poultry products. Roughly 1.2 million people are associated with the poultry sector in Pakistan. Officials say that more than one million wild birds cross over into Pakistani territory from Siberia during the month of November and onwards. Health experts say that Pakistan is facing a potential threat and the disease can surface any time.

According to a virologist, wild ducks can be the major source of bringing this virus to Pakistan. People have been asked to avoid hunting. The poultry sector is flourishing in Afghanistan as well, particularly after the fall of the Taliban, while the country also imports poultry from Pakistan through different routes. Following bird flu cases, Afghanistan has put a ban on its poultry import from Pakistan.

The lethal strain caused by the disease is considered a serious threat to the global economy and according to a WHO report it has cost 300 million farmers more than $10 billion. The organization has termed the strain of bird flu a greater challenge to the world than any other infectious disease including Aids.

Dr Mohammad Zaheen, a member of the task force, says out of six phases, the WHO has already declared phase three of alertness. Three major pandemics struck the world in the 20th century and scientists now predict another. 

