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CMU researcher looking for better way to detect arrival of bird flu

by Elizabeth Shaw | The Flint Journal 

Wednesday December 05, 2007, 4:01 PM

SAGINAW COUNTY -- A Central Michigan University researcher is poking holes in the ice this winter at local waterfowl watering holes, hoping to find a new way to stand guard against the deadly "bird flu."

The lethal strain of the avian influenza virus -- known as H5N1 -- has killed more than 150 people worldwide since 2003, with more than 4,000 outbreaks in poultry and deaths in more than 60 wildlife species.

It hasn't been detected yet in North America, but the World Health Organization has tracked its spread across the globe to Europe, Africa and Asia -- ​highlighting the need for better early warning methods.

"Two or three years ago, bird flu was everywhere in the news. Today you don't hear about it as much, but the threat hasn't gone away -- it's just been replaced in the media by other health scares," said CMU graduate assistant Todd Lickfett. 

Lickfett hopes to develop his new monitoring method using bird flu strains that are common in North American migratory flocks -- but aren't harmful to humans.

Researchers currently collect and test samples from individual birds -- an effective but costly and time-consuming approach. Lickfett believes he can greatly widen the scope of testing by instead sampling the water where the birds congregate during migratory stopovers.

"It probably is just a matter of time before we get that more virulent strain. It's still spreading," said Tom Gehring, CMU associate professor of wildlife biology and Lickfett's faculty advisor. "How it'll get here we don't know -- whether through wild birds or domestic poultry. But if Todd's approach works, it's going to give us a better, cheaper monitoring tool to tell us when it does.

"Right now, Michigan samples about 1,000 birds and about the same number is true in other states. The most concentrated testing is in Alaska where 10,000 birds are tested," Gehring said.

In Lickfett's approach, he said imagine 10,000 gulls in a pool of water. The one gull you test might or might not have the virus. But if even one infected gull is in the pool, Lickfett theorizes, you should be able to detect it through a sample of the contaminated water.

"Basically, it means you've effectively sampled all 10,000 birds in one swoop," said Lickfett.

Similar research is being conducted in Asia involving drinking water supplies of commercial poultry.

To test his wild bird method, Lickfett will collect water samples from sites including Holly State Recreation Area, Fish Point State WIldlife Area and the Shiawassee National Wildlife Refuge.

Lab tests have indicated bird flu viruses can live hundreds of days at cold temperatures. Lickfett hopes to show he can reliably detect it at migration sites, even long after the flocks have migrated.

If so, his method could be used to test for the deadly bird flu strain.

Most scientists believe if wild birds spread the virus, it's most likely to arrive first in Alaska or Canada's Hudson Bay, where Asian, African and European flocks intermingle with North American birds.

But Michigan could also serve as an early warning post.

"Michigan is on the edge of both the Atlantic and Mississippi flyways, two of the main superhighways for birds going south. It's an ideal location for sampling both populations," said Gehring.

The Shiawassee National Wildlife Refuge is smack dab in the middle of it all, said refuge manager Steve Kahl.

"We're one of the most important migration stopover sites for 40,000 ducks, 30,000 geese and tens of thousands of other migrating birds. So it's important we contribute to studies that monitor something that could affect public health in such a big way," said Kahl.

"We typically host 50 studies and research projects at any given time. With each request we have to ask ourselves if it's worth the manpower and disturbance to the wildlife. In this case, we had to say yes."
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