U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Avian Influenza A (H5N1) and Pandemic Influenza Fact Sheet
Background 
Avian influenza (AI)--the bird flu--is a virus that infects wild birds (such as ducks, gulls, and shorebirds) and domestic poultry (such as chickens, turkeys, ducks, and geese). There is flu for birds just as there is for humans and, as with people, some forms of the flu are worse than others.  Avian influenza has occurred in humans, usually by humans coming in contact with infected birds.  In extremely rare cases, there is evidence of transmission from one family member to another, but it is usually the case that multiple family members came in contact with the same infected bird(s).  For avian influenza to become pandemic influenza (PI), it would have to mutate into a novel virus that exhibits sustained, efficient human-to-human transmission--such mutation and transmission have not been confirmed to have taken place.
Avian Influenza and Animal Health
AI is divided into two groups based upon the ability of the virus to produce disease in poultry: low pathogenic avian influenza (LPAI) and highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI).  LPAI, or "low path" avian influenza, naturally occurs in wild birds and can spread to domestic birds.  These strains pose little threat to human health; however, LPAI strains have the potential to mutate into HPAI and are, therefore, closely monitored.  HPAI, or "high path" avian influenza, spreads more rapidly than LPAI and is often fatal in chickens and turkeys. HPAI H5N1 is the type rapidly spreading in some parts of the world.   That type is also the one that has caused deaths in humans.
Avian Influenza and Human Health
 There is no evidence that any highly pathogenic avian influenza currently exists in the United States. Historically, there have been three highly pathogenic avian influenza outbreaks in poultry in this country--in 1924, 1983 and 2004. No significant human illness resulted from these outbreaks, nor do they coincide with pandemics that have occurred in the United States.

Although the highly pathogenic H5N1 avian influenza virus does not usually infect people, the World Health Organization reports that nearly 380 human cases have been confirmed, worldwide, since 2004. Most people who have become sick or died from highly pathogenic H5N1 have had extensive, direct contact with infected poultry. Broad concerns about public health relate to the potential for the virus to mutate, or change into a form that could easily spread from person to person, a characteristic that could result in a pandemic. There is no evidence that this is occurring. Strains of avian influenza that have been detected in U.S. poultry, including low pathogenic and highly pathogenic, have caused no known human illnesses. 
Additional international information on avian influenza and pandemic influenza: http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/avian_influenza/en/index.html 
Additional U.S. information on avian influenza and pandemic influenza:  www.pandemicflu.gov 
