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ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF AVIAN FLU IN AFRICA:

A Brainstorming Session
The Africa Biodiversity Collaborative Group (ABCG) held a 7 December meeting to: 1) learn about a recent Avian Flu preparedness assessment in Africa; 2) discuss the potential environmental and conservation impacts of Avian Flu, especially for migratory birds in Africa; 3) talk about the social, economic, and development impacts of Avian Flu in Africa; and 4) brainstorm about what can be done by the conservation community and potential coping strategies.
Presenters discussed how prepared African nations are to deal with Avian Flu, what are the social, economic development dimensions of the Avian Flu, and how a global network for Avian Influenza surveillance is a taking a proactive way forward.

Background


Avian Influenza is not new to Africa, but this strain, Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI) is.  Currently, the hosts for this disease include domestic ducks, chicken and geese, most of which are kept densely packed in confined spaces.  The virus in recent years has become more virulent. Transport of infected poultry and caged birds is a major risk in spreading the disease (including illegal trade in wild birds); it can also be spread through infected poultry manure on land and fish ponds. Wild birds catch the disease through coming into contact with the virus from infected domestic flocks. There is concern that wild migratory birds could bring the disease to Africa (though it is not clear whether infected birds would be able to migrate). 

Lack of Capacity in Africa to Deal with the Problem

A recent Avian Flu preparedness assessment in Africa illustrated that there is a problem of capacity on many levels in dealing with the possible pending epidemic:

1.  Communication of outbreaks

2.  Monitoring of the spread of the disease

3.  Funding for vaccines

4.  Funding for compensation when people’s birds are culled

5.  Coordination of international prevention/relief efforts.

In some countries in Africa, huge percentages (>90%) of their national budgets depend on foreign donors, meaning that the donor community needs to coordinate their efforts if preventive measures are to be put into effect.

Possible Conservation Impacts of Avian Flu 

Direct impacts on wild bird populations in Africa (both resident and migratory) include:

1. dying through contracting HPAI 

2. culling because of fear of exposure to the virus (there is a risk of over-reacting and culling wild birds indiscriminately, or culling of large, conspicuous species; if any culling is necessary it should be in the immediate vicinity of high-density populations carrying the disease)

3. becoming a food source for people once domestic poultry is infected and/or culled.

Indirect conservation impacts could include:

1. loss of tourism revenues to conservation areas if tourists stop traveling due to the disease, as occurred during the SARS epidemic; this could affect both protected areas’ budgets and the economies of local communities

2. loss of livelihoods and/or food security for local communities dependent on poultry rearing if poultry die of the disease, are culled or quarantined, or consumer demand drops due to fear of the disease. Households might be forced to increase their use of natural resources as a consequence, with more hunting, fishing, charcoal making etc.

3. loss of conservation capacity if staff of conservation organizations and local communities involved in conservation succumb to the disease. The disease particularly affects the old and young.  Those aged 18 to 40 years old with strong immune systems are also at risk as their bodies actively try to fight off the disease. It may also affect people with AIDS who already have weakened immune systems. African conservation capacity has already been weakened by the AIDS epidemic, and the continent still lacks many well-trained conservationists 
4. loss of household breadwinners and labor in rural communities could lead to increased use of natural resources and less appropriate land uses (similar to the impacts of AIDS).
Actions the Conservation Sector Can Take

The following is a list of possible actions resulting from brainstorming in the meeting (please note that this initial list is likely to be improved and refined in coming months as more is learned of the disease and degree of risk is assessed): 

· encourage a multi-sectoral approach: this is not just a health sector problem, and the conservation sector can play an important role at various levels. 

· specifically, collaborate with the Global Network for Avian Influenza Surveillance: this offers a proactive way for the conservation community to work with the public health sector, enabling the sharing of information regarding global public health, biosecurity and conservation impacts.  Predictive modeling is done using the data provided by members of the network. This network is a way to monitor the situation to make informed policy decisions based on facts rather than speculation. 

· map specific countries at most risk within the flyways of migratory birds and keep a catalog of who’s on the ground doing what activities as a tool to enable a rapid response to outbreaks of Avian Influenza.

· monitor resident bird populations as sentinels of disease spread. 

· participate in avian flu task forces at country level and promote information flows.

· encourage measured reaction (e.g. strongly discourage indiscriminate culling of wild birds that uses them as scapegoats and is not based on scientific rationale).

· continue to discuss, predict and ensure information flow as more studies and information become available on likely spread, risk, and impacts. Provide two-way information flow between conservation organizations headquartered in the US and organizations in Africa, keeping people updated on developments – knowledge is growing fast, and the situation is changing rapidly.

· prepare plans on how to protect staff in case of an outbreak.

· use community-based natural resource management (CBNRM) channels for extension work on avian flu if necessary to support communities in taking appropriate action (though it is unclear how seriously remote African communities could be affected, since population density is generally less than in parts of Asia).

· consider alternative livelihoods to reduce dependence of rural communities on poultry (including micro-enterprise projects currently based on poultry).

Risk assessments need to be conducted, and the comparative advantages between various funding options for preventative measures need to be considered.  The global community needs to act at scale, utilizing resources in such a way that further resources are leveraged, and keep in mind that cooperation and communication of accurate information are imperative in staving a potential catastrophe. 
Special thanks to: 

Judy Oglethorpe of World Wildlife Fund for planning and chairing the meeting. 

Steve Osofsky of Wildlife Conservation Society for his presentation on the Global Network for Avian Influenza Surveillance.

Asif Shaikh of International Resources Group for his presentation on the social, economic and development dimensions of the Avian Flu in Africa.

Joyce Turk of USAID for discussing how prepared African nations are to deal with Avian Flu.

Tenley Dalstrom of World Wildlife Fund for taking meeting notes.

Meeting Organizer:

The Africa Biodiversity Collaborative Group (ABCG) comprises U.S.-based international conservation non-governmental organization (NGOs)with field-based activities in Africa. ABCG organizations include: African Wildlife Foundation, Conservation International, IUCN-The World Conservation Union, Wildlife Conservation Society, World Resources Institute, and World Wildlife Fund. ABCG meets regularly to explore emerging conservation issues, share lessons learned, and seek opportunities for collaboration. Recent issues explored by ABCG include: Legal and Social Issues When Establishing Protected Areas; Sustainable Financing of Protected Areas; Conservation Enterprise Development in Africa: What Works?; Compensation for Land Lost for Protected Areas, etc. ABCG has been funded by The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, The Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund, and the U.S. Agency for International Development. See: www.abcg.org Contact: nancy.gelman@wwfus.org
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