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Health Chief reveals secret bird flu cases

Yeoh Eng-kiong has admitted 38 chickens have died of H5N1 since September

Mary Ann Benitez

The secretary for health yesterday admitted for the first time that there had been “sporadic” cases of bird flu in poultry markets over the past three months.


However, he claimed there had been no need to cause alarm by making the findings public at the time.


Yeoh Eng-kiong made the comments a day after the government announced that H5 bird flu had been detected in the popular Penfold Park in the Sha Tin racecourse, killing 31 ducks, geese and swans since December 1. He was also responding to press reports about recent undisclosed bird flu cases.


“ We have occasionally found bird flu. But instead of being large-scale, these are basically sporadic cases,” Dr Yeoh said. “ Citizens do not need to worry about it.” So long as there were no unusual numbers of birds dying, a public alert was unnecessary, he said.


Between September and November, 38 chickens were found to have died of H5N1 virus in five markets, Yeung UK Road, Tsuen Wan: North Kwai Chung: Tai Shing Street, Wong Tai Sin: Po On Road, Shamshuipo: and Java Road, North Point.


As Dr Yeoh attempted to clam public fears, flu experts warned that the Sha Tin outbreak indicated the disease had mutated into a more deadly strain.


Avian flu viruses do not usually kill waterfowl, as they are the natural carries of the disease. But in 1996, the Guangdong goose flu virus killed geese on the mainland. That virus provided the mother gene for the deadly 1997 H5N1 flu, which jumped the species barrier for the first time, killing six people out of 18 infected in Hong Kong.


Paul Chan Kay-sheung, associate professor at the Department of Microbiology at Chinese University and a member of the Hospital Authority’s infectious diseases task force, said there should be “active surveillance” of people who had been in contact with the Sha Tin waterfowl. Professor Chan said: “ [The Sha Tin outbreak] indicates there are some changes in the flu genes. When this occurs they will be more pathogenic and cause illness in the waterfowl.”


He said authorities need to find out if other bird species are also being affected. “ If it is spreading you would think it might be more virulent and may be quite infectious. If this is the case, we should step up our monitoring and try to see if any human beings have been in close contact with the birds”


The remaining 60 waterfowl at Penfold Part, which attracts thousands of visitors every weekend, were slaughtered as a precaution, but parrots which Jockey Club keeps in nearby cages have shown no signs of illness.


Horses are not believed to be at risk. The Jockey Club said the International Races on Sunday will go ahead.


The park, in the middle of the race course, has been closed to the public for a month as investigations continue into the waterfowl deaths.


Last night, government and flu experts called in to analyse the Sha Tin H5 strain still were not saying whether it was the deadly H5N1 flu.


University of Hong Kong microbiology professor Malik Peiris, who is a member of the government’s team of flu experts, said genetic analysis of the train would be important to determine if it contained the mutant gene that made H5N1 lethal to humans in 1997.


He agreed with Dr Yeoh’s assessment there was no reason to virus was detected in sporadic cases.


“If it is only occasional instances with no major deaths of poultry being found… it is reasonable { not to inform the public}. But we need to maintain surveillance,” he said.


Dean of science at the University of Hong Kong and professor at its department of zoology, Frederick Leung Chi-ching, said that the Sha Tin deaths were a “very significant scientific development” adding that H5 should not kill ducks.


Richard Collins, a biochemist, said: “I would say the situation could get worse. It would seem that the virus appeared suddenly and was introduced from a wild population.”
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Supply decreases,


Demand decreases.


Demand decreases > 


Supply decreases.


So price falls, Quantity falls.
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Supply remain unchanged,


Demand increases. 


Price increases, 


Quantity increases.








