
  

Frequently Asked Question (FAQs): 
Pandemic Flu 

 
What’s the difference between seasonal flu, avian flu, and pandemic flu? 
 

Seasonal (or common) flu is a respiratory illness caused by a virus that can be transmitted person 
to person. A vaccine is available. 

Avian (or bird) flu is caused by flu viruses that occur naturally among wild birds. The H5N1 
virus is currently causing outbreaks among chickens in Asia and parts of Europe. It can be 
transmitted from birds to humans. There no vaccine available. 

Pandemic flu is a new human flu that causes a global outbreak, or pandemic, of serious illness. 
The disease can spread easily from person to person. Currently, there is no pandemic flu. 

What are the concerns about the avian flu virus (H5N1) that is causing outbreaks in 
chickens in Asia, Europe, and Afr ica? 

There is concern that this virus could mutate into a form that would be easily spread from person 
to person.  This could cause a pandemic since most people have not been exposed to this virus 
before. 
 
This flu virus does not infect humans easily.  If a person is infected, it is very difficult for the 
virus to spread to another person. However, about half of the people who are known to have 
been infected with this virus have died. The majority of people infected with the virus have had 
direct contact with infected poultry. 

Has there been avian flu in the United States? 

The avian flu virus (H5N1) that is causing outbreaks in other parts of the world has not yet been 
detected in wild birds or domestic poultry on the North American continent. Other avian flu 
viruses have occurred in both domestic and wild birds in North America and around the world 
for decades. If the H5N1 virus is detected in the United States, it does not signal the start of a 
human pandemic. A human pandemic would not occur until the H5N1 virus becomes easily 
transferred from person to person. 



  

What is the difference between vaccines and antivirals? 

Vaccines are injections (shots) that are given to prevent the flu.  The current flu vaccine will not 
protect against avian pr pandemic flu.  Currently it takes 9 months to produce the flu vaccine. 
Seasonal flu vaccines are changed each year to match the strains of the virus that are known to 
be in circulation among humans around the world.  Large amounts of vaccine cannot be made 
before knowing exactly which virus will cause a pandemic. It could take up to 6 months before a 
vaccine is available.  Only a limited amount will be available at first. Research is underway to 
make vaccines more quickly. In the event of a pandemic, the federal government will work with 
manufacturers, distributors, and states to develop distribution plans at the local level. The federal 
government will also set priority groups to receive the vaccine. 

Antivirals are drugs that may be given to help prevent infections or to treat people who have 
been infected. When given to treat people who have been infected, antiviral medications may 
help reduce some of the symptoms and serious complications, especially for people who are in 
high risk groups.  Two prescription medications approved for human influenza viruses, 
Tamiflu™ and Relenza™, may work in treating avian flu in humans. Additional studies are 
needed to see how effective they will actually be.   

Can my pets be infected with avian influenza? 

It is rare, but dogs and cats can be infected with avian flu viruses.  We know of at least one dog 
that has been infected with the H5N1 virus.  This is the virus that is causing outbreaks in 
chickens in parts of Asia and Europe.  There have also been some cats in Europe that have been 
infected.  At this time, there is no risk to pets in the United States because we have not seen this 
form of the avian flu virus here.  Pet owners should keep pets from having contact with wildlife. 

Are there travel recommendations for  people traveling to Asia or  Europe? 

People traveling to countries with known outbreaks of the H5NI flu virus should avoid poultry 
farms, contact with animals in live food markets, and any surfaces that appear to be 
contaminated with feces from poultry or other animals. For more information about travel 
recommendations, visit the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
website http://www.cdc.gov/travel/other/avian_influenza_se_asia_2005.htm 



  

Can I  get avian flu from eating raw eggs or  poultry?  

There is no evidence that properly cooked poultry or eggs can be a source of infection for avian 
flu. The likelihood of infected poultry entering the U.S. food supply is extremely low due to 
import restrictions, extensive avian flu testing programs, and federal inspection programs.  
Cooking poultry to an internal temperature of 165 
F kills the avian flu virus as it does other 
bacteria and viruses. Most human illnesses have resulted from direct contact with sick or dead 
birds, but a small number have resulted from eating raw poultry or poultry products.  Therefore, 
proper cooking is important if there is a concern that the avian flu virus might be present. You 
should always take the following precautions when handling raw poultry or eggs: 

• Wash hands with warm water and soap for at least 20 seconds before and after handling food. 

• Prevent cross-contamination by keeping raw poultry, meat, and fish and their juices away from 
other foods. 

• After cutting raw meat, wash cutting board, knife, and countertops with hot, soapy water. 

• Sanitize cutting boards by using a solution of 1 teaspoon chlorine bleach in 1 quart of water 

• Use a food thermometer to ensure poultry has reached the safe internal temperature of at least 
165 °F to kill food borne germs that might be present, including the avian flu virus�  

How can I  reduce my chances of getting seasonal flu, avian flu, or  pandemic flu? 

Follow these simple steps: 

• Wash hands often with warm water and soap for at least 20 seconds. 

• Stay home from work or school when you are sick. 

• Cover your mouth and nose when you sneeze and cough. 

• Avoid touching your eyes, nose, or mouth. 

• Avoid close contact with people who are sick from a respiratory illness.  If you have a 
respiratory illness, keep this in mind to protect the people you live and work with from getting 
sick. 

 

 


