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Background 

• Avian influenza (bird flu) is caused by influenza A viruses. Some strains cause no or mild disease in birds while 
others can cause severe disease. 

• A strain of H5N1 avian influenza has spread globally in wild birds, poultry and some mammals since 2021. It was 
detected for the first time on mainland Australia in June 2026 and has been detected in NSW for the first time 
on the mid-north coast.  

Assessment 
• The risk to human health in NSW remains low.  
• Avian influenza is not easily transmissible to people from birds. Sustained human-to-human transmission has not 

been reported. 
• Patients with recent contact with unwell birds or animals (either overseas or in Australia) may be at higher risk. 
• Symptoms are consistent with influenza-like illness and may include fever, cough, coryza etc. Conjunctivitis 

appears to be a feature of this H5N1 strain. Symptoms usually appear between 1 and 10 days after exposure. 
• Other respiratory viruses are more likely to be the cause of illness in people who have had contact with birds. 

Recommendations  
Consider avian influenza in patients who present with influenza-like illness AND who have had contact with unwell 
birds or animals in the 10 days before onset of symptoms 

• Be aware birds and animals can be sick for many reasons and that H5 avian influenza animal-to-human 
transmission is rare.  

Contact the public health unit  

• Avian influenza is notifiable on clinical suspicion. If you suspect avian influenza, isolate immediately and contact 
your local public health unit on 1300 066 055 

• The local public health unit will advise on appropriate testing for avian influenza, if required. and will follow up 
with suspected cases.  

Implement infection prevention and control on early suspicion  

• Provide patient a surgical mask and isolate, preferably in a single room. Use the following PPE if available, to 
protect against contact and respiratory airborne transmission: 

o fit tested, fluid-resistant disposable P2/N95 respirator 

o long-sleeved fluid-resistant gown 

o eye protection such as goggles or a face shield 

o single pair of non-sterile gloves. 
Recommend seasonal influenza vaccination for all patients aged 6 months and over 

• Although the seasonal human influenza vaccine will not protect against H5N1 influenza, it reduces the risk of 
co-infection with seasonal influenza. Co-infection can lead to risk of viral reassortment, which may increase 
transmissibility to humans.  

Avian Influenza Risk Summary 

Information for GPs and Aboriginal Medical Services in NSW - please distribute to all staff 
  l  

Key messages 
1. H5 avian influenza has been detected in a bird near Hawks Nest, NSW. Further detections may occur.  
2. Human infection is rare and generally only occurs after close contact with infected birds or animals.  
3. Consider avian influenza in patients who have had contact with unwell birds or animals and with compatible 

symptoms. Isolate the patient immediately and contact your local public health unit (PHU) on 1300 066 055 
4. Recommend seasonal influenza vaccination for all people aged 6 months and older.  
5. Some patients may experience mental distress associated with animal deaths, cultural, or socioeconomic 

impacts.  

https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/Infectious/bird-flu/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/Infectious/alerts/Pages/default.aspx

	Assessment
	Recommendations

