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Influenza and HPAI 

There are 3 types of influenza viruses: types 
A, B, and C. Influenza A viruses infect 
humans and many different animals. B 
viruses only circulate among humans and C 
viruses can infect both humans and pigs but 
infections are generally mild and are rarely 
reported.  

Influenza A viruses are classified into 
subtypes as avian influenza, swine influenza, 
or other types of animal influenza viruses. 
Animal influenza A viruses are distinct from 
human influenza viruses and do not easily 
transmit between humans. 

Aquatic birds are the primary natural 
reservoir for most subtypes of influenza A 
viruses, some of which cause severe disease 
and high death rates.  These latter viruses 
are called highly pathogenic avian influenza 
(HPAI). These viruses can also infect 
humans causing serious disease and death. 

As of May 2017, no HPAI had occurred in 
New Zealand. 

Human infections from HPAI 

Globally, human infections from HPAI are 
relatively uncommon and are primarily 
acquired through direct contact with infected 
animals or contaminated environments, but 
seldom spread between people.  

Since 1997,  HPAI A(H5N1) has spread from 
Hong Kong to other parts of Asia, Europe 
and Africa. Outbreaks have resulted in 
millions of poultry infections, several hundred 
human cases, and many human deaths.  

Since 2013, there have been outbreaks in 
China of another avian influenza virus called 
A(H7N9), that affects poultry. This virus has 
also resulted in several hundred human 
cases and many deaths. Prior to 2017 it was 
a low pathogenic virus in poultry but early in 
2017 the  nature of one of the strains of this 
virus changed to become highly pathogenic 
in poultry.  

What are the features of HPAI? 

Disease features such as the incubation 
period, severity of symptoms and clinical 
outcome depends on the type of influenza  
causing infection.  

 

 

Symptoms of HPAI in humans include high 
fever, cough, difficulty breathing, diarrhoea, 
vomiting, abdominal pain, bleeding from the 
nose or gums, and chest pain. The death 
rate is much higher than that of seasonal 
influenza.  

What is the treatment? 

Antiviral drugs, notably oseltamivir (but not 
adamantine), can improve prospects of 
survival, along with supportive treatment.  

What are the risk factors? 

For HPAI and avian influenza viruses the 
major risk factor appears to be exposure to 
infected poultry by direct or indirect exposure 
to live or dead poultry or contaminated 
environments, such as live bird markets, 
slaughterhouses or when preparing poultry 
for consumption.  

Avian influenza viruses are not thought to be 
transmitted to humans through properly 
prepared poultry or eggs.  

What is the pandemic potential? 

Influenza pandemics (outbreaks that affect a 
large proportion of the world due to a new 
variation of an influenza virus) are 
unpredictable but recurring events that can 
occur relatively rapidly and have major 
health, economic and social consequences 
worldwide.  

An influenza pandemic occurs when an avian 
or zoonotic influenza virus develops with the 
ability to cause repeated human-to-human 
transmission, and the population has little or 
no immunity against it.  

Whether currently circulating HPAI, avian or 
other zoonotic influenza viruses will result in 
a future pandemic is unknown.  
________________________ 
 

Acknowledgement: 

Modified from the WHO Fact sheet updated 
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