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Avian Flu Spreads

Danielle Nierenberg

Avian flu is a disease that affects not only birds
but also other animals, including pigs, cats,
and humans. Since the latest major outbreak
began in late 2003, at least 250 people have
contracted the virus and more than 150 of them
have died.! Tt is highly likely that other cases
of infection and death have gone unreported,
making it impossible to know the true scope of
the disease.

Hundreds of millions of chickens, ducks, and
other birds in areas where outbreaks occurred
have been killed in an effort to control avian
flu.? The virus, labeled H5N1, first jumped the
species barrier in 1997 and spread to humans in
Hong Kong, killing 6 of the 18 people infected.?
The latest outbreak has now spread to more
than 50 countries—nearly 40 of which were
affected just in 2006—including China, India,
Indonesia, Nigeria, and the United Kingdom.*
(See Table 1.) Most of the human and avian
deaths have occurred in Asia.’

In places with high concentrations of
domestic pigs and chickens, pigs may serve as
a “mixing vessel” for the virus because of their
genetic similarity to humans.® In China, for
example, where half of the world’s pork is pro-
duced and consumed, pigs and chickens often
live close to one another and to people in back-
yards or on factory farms.” The avian influenza
virus could combine with pig influenza to cre-
ate an entirely different strain of the disease,
which could then be spread from coughing pigs
to pig handlers and processors.®

Avian flu can also be spread directly from
birds to humans through direct handling of
chickens and the slaughtering and processing
of meat—although not, experts say, from eating
cooked meat from infected birds.® According
to the World Health Organization (WHO), the
current outbreak of H5N1 has been the most
deadly of all the influenza viruses that have
spread from birds to humans, killing more than
half of the people infected—most of them pre-
viously healthy children and young adults.!°
Scientists are even more concerned that H5N1
will mutate into a virus that can easily spread
from person-to-person, sparking a pandemic.

If the disease does become a pandemic, loss
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of human life could be staggering. Thanks to
globalized air travel and trade, a highly patho-
genic flu virus could spread to every corner of
the globe in just a matter of months. A Decem-
ber 2006 study in The Lancet estimated that as
many as 62 million people could die in such

a flu pandemic.!> WHO gives a much more
conservative number—estimating anywhere
from 2 million to 7.4 million deaths from a pan-
demic.!® But millions more would be forced to
stay home from work, causing widespread eco-
nomic disruption.!* The World Bank estimates
that current losses to the global poultry sector
from avian flu are in excess of $10 billion.!> Tf
the virus becomes a pandemic, it could cost
from $800 billion a year to $2 trillion overal

Developing nations will likely experience
the greatest numbers of deaths because they
lack access to vaccines or antivirals.!” Govern-
ments are being encouraged to stock medica-
tions, such as the antiviral Tamiflu, to help
combat an outbreak should it occur. But phar-
maceutical companies lack the capacity—and
often the financial incentive—to produce large
numbers of these drugs quickly.!® Currently,
the World Bank estimates that $1.2-1.5 billion
is needed over the next two to three years to
address the financing gap for programs on
avian and human influenza.

In an attempt to deal with avian flu on the
ground, at least 15 nations have restricted or
even banned free-range and backyard pro-
duction of birds, although this endangers the
livelihoods of countless small farmers and
jeopardizes the availability of affordable food
for poor consumers.?° Yet although migratory
birds and small backyard farmers have been
blamed for the spread of the disease, recent
studies in Asia and Africa indicate that the real
culprits may be factory farming and the global-
ized poultry trade and transport of livestock.?!

Rising demand has helped drive livestock
production from rural mixed farming systems,
where farmers raise a few different species of
animals on grass, to intensive periurban and
urban production of pigs and chickens.?? These
confined animal feeding operations (CAFOs),
or factory farms, create the perfect environment
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for the rapid spread of disease between animals
and to people.? Because of unregulated zoning
and subsidies that encourage livestock produc-
tion, chicken and pig CAFOs are moving closer
to major urban areas in China, Bangladesh,
India, and many countries in Africa.?* In Asia
alone more than 6 billion birds are raised for
food, many of them near the region’s rapidly
growing cities.?’

In Laos, according to the Barcelona-based
agriculture organization GRAIN, 42 of the 45
outbreaks of avian flu in spring 2004 occurred
on factory farms and 38 of them were in the
capital, Vientiane.?® The few small farms where
outbreaks occurred were located close to com-
mercial operations. In Nigeria, the first cases
of avian flu were found in one of the nation’s
industrial broiler operations.?” The virus spread
from that 46,000-bird farm to 30 other factory
farms in the country—and then quickly to
neighboring farms, forcing farmers to kill their
chickens.?® In India, the world’s fifth largest
producer of eggs and a leading producer of
broiler chickens, the first outbreak occurred
on a large factory farm.?

Avian flu has been found on backyard farms
for centuries but has never been found to evolve
there to the highly pathogenic form, such as
the H5N1 virus.® Backyard poultry tend to be
more genetically diverse and there are far fewer
birds than in factory farms. These chickens
receive more exposure to sunlight and have
better ventilation, hygiene, and less stress than
factory-farmed chickens—making them more
resistant to disease.>! Even genetically diverse
native chickens cannot remain immune to the
virus for long, however; it circulates from
factory farms to backyard flocks and then back
to factory farms, becoming more virulent.>?
Although having birds concentrated together
in large factory farms may make it easier to
monitor chickens and eradicate flocks, free-
range birds are less likely to encourage an out-
break in the first place.??

And the avian flu virus continues to change.
In 2004 some studies showed that the disease
was becoming more lethal with every outbreak,
but a 2005 study maintained that some strains

Table 1. Human Cases of Bird Flu and
Deaths, by Country, January 2007

Country Cases Deaths
Azerbaijan 8 5
Cambodia 6 6
China 22 14
Djibouti 1 0
Egypt 18 10
Indonesia 76 58
Iraq 3 2
Thailand 25 17
Turkey 12 4
Viet Nam 93 42
Total 264 158

Source: WHO, BBC World News.

of the virus could be becoming “less virulent
and more infectious,” meaning that while it is
not as lethal it could affect many more people.

Despite bans on raising chickens outdoors,
farmers will continue to do this in order to
survive. Experts suggest that the Food and
Agriculture Organization, WHO, and other
international agencies should focus most of
their avian flu prevention efforts on big poultry
producers and on stopping disease outbreaks
before they occur.®® The industrial food system
not only threatens the livelihoods of small
farmers, it potentially puts the world at risk for
a pandemic. Reversing this trend, according to
GRAIN and other public interest groups, will
mean standing up for farmers and demanding
food production that is safe for animals and
humans alike.>®
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Meat Output and Consumption Grow

In 2006, meat production increased 2.5 percent
to an estimated 276 million tons; output is
expected to rise another 3 percent in 2007 to
285 million tons.! (See Figure 1.) Developing
countries produced more meat and dairy prod-
ucts than industrial countries for the first time
in 1995.2 At least 60 percent of meat in 2006
was produced in developing nations.>

Consumption of meat and other animal pro-
ducts also continues to grow. While 43
kilograms of meat are produced annually per
person at the moment, however, meat
consumption still varies widely by region and
socioeconomic status.” In the developing world,
people eat about 32 kilograms of meat per year,
compared with almost 85 kilograms per person
in the industrial world.’ (See Figure 2.)

Due mainly to the spread of avian flu and
the culling of birds and burning of meat, global
poultry output rose only slightly in 2006 to
approximately 83 million tons, roughly a 1-per-
cent decrease from the preceding year.® Beef
output rose by 2.5 percent, with nearly 66 mil-
lion tons produced in 2006.” The United States
is the largest beef producer, although develop-
ing nations account for 55 percent of the total.®

Pork production grew by 3 percent to 108
million tons, more than any other meat.” (See
Figure 3.) This increase is likely due to shifting
meat consumption patterns in Asia as people
switch from chicken to pork due to concerns
about avian flu.!® China continues to be the
world’s largest producer of pig meat, but several
South American nations, including Brazil—
which accounts for nearly 70 percent of pork
output in the region—as well as Chile and
Mexico, are increasing their production
facilities.!!

Much of the growing demand for animal
products is being met by large-scale intensive
industrial systems (factory farms).!> These
facilities rely on commercial breeds of livestock,
usually pigs and chickens, that have been bred
to gain weight quickly on soybeans and corn.
Factory farms are very crowded and confine
animals in close quarters. Many of the world’s
17 billion hens and meat chickens are given an
area less than the size of a sheet of paper to live

Danielle Nierenberg

in, while cattle in feedlots often stand knee-
high in manure and arrive at slaughterhouses
covered in feces.!?

These operations are increasingly located in
or near urban markets in developing countries,
making cities the center of industrial meat pro-
duction. Although city dwellers have kept live-
stock for centuries to help deal with urban
waste as well as to provide income and food,
industrial operations can create a host of envi-
ronmental and public health problems, includ-
ing the spread of diseases such as avian flu.!*

Livestock are also the “single largest anthro-
pogenic user of land,” according to the Food
and Agriculture Organization.!> Meat produc-
tion accounts for 70 percent of all agricultural
land and 30 percent of the land surface of the
planet.'® In the Amazon, 70 percent of
previously forested land is occupied by pastures
for cattle and much of the remaining 30 percent
is used to grow soybeans and other feed crops.!”

In addition, livestock are responsible for 18
percent of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (as
measured in carbon dioxide equivalent), which
is higher than the share contributed by cars and
sport utility vehicles.'® And livestock account
for 37 percent of emissions of methane, which
has more than 20 times the global warming
potential of carbon dioxide, and for 65 percent
of nitrous oxide, another powerful GHG, most
of which comes from manure.!?

Livestock are major water users and
polluters as well. The irrigation of feed crops
for cattle accounts for nearly 8 percent of global
human water use.?’ Compounding the contami-
nation of rivers and streams from the runoff of
manure from feedlots, livestock waste can con-
taminate soil and groundwater with a cocktail
of hormones, pesticides, and antibiotics used in
factory farms.?! One way to prevent some of
these problems is by raising livestock in areas
with enough land to handle the waste from
large operations. Thailand, for example, has
levied high taxes on poultry production within
a 100-kilometer radius of Bangkok while
exempting farmers outside that zone.?> Over
the last decade, poultry production near
Bangkok dropped significantly.??
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Meat Output and Consumption Grow

Figure 1. World Meat Production, 1961-2006 World Meat Production,
300 1961-2006
250 - Year Total Per Person
(million tons) (kilograms)
@ 200 - 1961 Al 23.1
S
5 150 1965 84 25.2
g 1966 88 25.7
100 - 1967 92 26.4
1968 95 26.7
50 - 1969 97 26.7
0 Source: FAO 1970 100 27.1
‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ 1971 105 276
1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 1972 108 279
1973 108 215
1974 114 28.4
Figure 2. World Meat Production Per Person and 13;‘2 Hg ggg
Consumption Per Person in Industrial and 1977 122 28'9
Developing Countries, 1961-2006 1978 197 29.6
100 1979 133 303
Source: FAD 1980 136 30.7
807 Consumption in L) L) o
% 60 Industrial Countries :ggg mg ggg
g 1984 149 313
s pord o 1985 154 318
1986 160 32.4
Al Consumption in 1987 165 3238
0 | | _ Developing Countries 1988 171 33.5
1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 }ggg };g gi?
1991 184 34.3
1992 188 34.5
. . 1993 192 34.8
Figure 3. World Meat Production by Source, 2006 1994 199 354
1995 205 36.0
1996 207 35.9
Beef-24% 1997 215 36.9
(66 million tons) 1998 223 31.7
Sheep and Other-7% 1999 230 38.3
Poultry—30% (20 million tons) 2000 234 38.4
(83 million tons) 2001 238 38.6
2002 245 39.3
. 2003 249 39.5
Pork-39% 2004 258 406
(108 million tOnS) 2005 269 41.9
2006 (prel) 276 43.0
Source: FAO Source: FAQ.
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