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California clears hurdle for cancer warning label on Roundup

Proliferation of bird flu ups human pandemic risk
LONDON, Jan 29, (Agencies): The global
spread of bird ﬂu and the number of viral strains
currently circulating and causing infections
have reached unprecedented levels, raising the
risk of a potential human outbreak, according to
disease experts.
Multiple outbreaks have been reported in
poultry farms and wild ﬂocks across Europe,
Africa and Asia in the past three months. While
most involve strains that are currently low risk
for human health, the sheer number of different
types, and their presence in so many parts of
the world at the same time, increases the risk
of viruses mixing and mutating — and possibly
jumping to people.
“This is a fundamental change in the natural
history of inﬂuenza viruses,” Michael Osterholm, an infectious disease specialist at University of Minnesota, said of the proliferation of
bird ﬂu in terms of geography and strains — a
situation he described as “unprecedented”.
Global health ofﬁcials are worried another
strain could make a jump into humans, like
H5N1 did in the late 1990s. It has since caused
hundreds of human infections and deaths, but
has not acquired the ability to transmit easily
from person to person.
The greatest fear is that a deadly strain of

avian ﬂu could then mutate into a pandemic
form that can be passed easily between people
— something that has not yet been seen.
While avian ﬂu has been a prominent public
health issue since the 1990s, ongoing outbreaks
have never been so widely spread around the
world — something infectious disease experts
put down to greater resilience of strains currently circulating, rather than improved detection or reporting.
While there would normally be around two
or three bird ﬂu strains recorded in birds at any
one time, now there are at least half a dozen,
including H5N1, H5N2, H5N8 and H7N8.
The Organization for Animal Health (OIE)
says the concurrent outbreaks in birds in recent
months are “a global public health concern”,
and the World Health Organization’s directorgeneral warned this week the world “cannot
afford to miss the early signals” of a possible
human ﬂu pandemic.
The precise reasons for the unusually large
number and sustained nature of bird outbreaks
in recent months, and the proliferation of
strains, is unclear — although such developments compound the global spreading process.
Bird ﬂu is usually spread through ﬂocks
through direct contact with an infected bird.

But Osterholm said wild birds could be “shedding” more of the virus in droppings and other
secretions, increasing infection risks. He added
that there now appears to be “aerosol transmission from one infected barn to others, in some
cases many miles away”.
Ian MacKay, a virologist at Australia’s University of Queensland, said the current proliferation of strains means that “by deﬁnition, there
is an increased risk” to humans.
“You’ve got more exposures, to more farmers, more often, and in greater numbers, in
more parts of the world — so there has to be
an increased risk of spillover human cases,” he
told Reuters. Nearly 40 countries have reported
new outbreaks of highly pathogenic avian inﬂuenza in poultry or wild birds since November,
according to the WHO.
In China, H7N9 strains of bird ﬂu have been
infecting both birds and people, with the of human cases rising in recent weeks due to the peak
of the ﬂu season there. According to the WHO,
more than 900 people have been infected with
H7N9 bird ﬂu since it emerged in early 2013.
In birds, latest data from the OIE should that
outbreaks of highly pathogenic avian ﬂu have
been detected in Britain, Italy, Kuwait and Bangladesh in the last few days alone.

Russia’s agriculture watchdog issued a statement describing the situation as “extremely
tense” as it reported H5N8 ﬂu outbreaks in another four regions. Hungarian farmers have had
to cull 3 million birds, mostly geese and ducks.
These come on top of epidemics across Europe and Asia which have been ongoing since
late last year, leading to mass culling of poultry
in many countries.
Strains currently documented as circulating
in birds include H5N8 in many parts of Europe
as well as in Kuwait, Egypt and elsewhere, and
H5N1 in Bangladesh and India.
In Africa — which experts say is especially
vulnerable to missing ﬂu outbreak warning
signs due to limited local government capacities and weak animal and human health services
— H5N1 outbreaks have been reported in birds
in Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Ghana, Niger, Nigeria and Togo. H5N8 has been detected in Tunisia and Egypt, and H7N1 in Algeria.

Also:
FRESNO, Calif: California can require Monsanto to label its popular weed-killer Roundup
as a possible cancer threat despite an insistence
from the chemical giant that it poses no risk to
people, a judge tentatively ruled Friday.

California would be the ﬁrst state to order
such labeling if it carries out the proposal.
Monsanto had sued the nation’s leading
agricultural state, saying California ofﬁcials
illegally based their decision for carrying the
warnings on an international health organization based in France.
Monsanto attorney Trenton Norris argued
in court Friday that the labels would have immediate ﬁnancial consequences for the company. He said many consumers would see the
labels and stop buying Roundup. “It will absolutely be used in ways that will harm Monsanto,” he said.
After the hearing, the ﬁrm said in a statement
that it will challenge the tentative ruling.
Critics take issue with Roundup’s main ingredient, glyphosate, which has no color or
smell. Monsanto introduced it in 1974 as an
effective way of killing weeds while leaving
crops and plants intact. It’s sold in more than
160 countries, and farmers in California use it
on 250 types of crops.
The chemical is not restricted by the US
Environmental Protection Agency, which says
it has “low toxicity” and recommends people
avoid entering a ﬁeld for 12 hours after it has
been applied.

