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Etiology 

• Avian influenza (AI) is an infectious, viral disease of birds 
caused by several subtypes of the type A strain of the influenza 
virus. The virus occurs naturally among waterfowl and 
shorebirds which remain asymptomatic but may transmit the 
virus to domestic poultry such as chickens, turkeys, and ducks.   

• Avian influenza presents itself in two distinct pathotypes, low 
pathogenic avian influenza (LPAI) and highly pathogenic avian 
influenza (HPAI). Most AI strains are LPAI and typically cause 
few clinical signs in infected birds. Some H5 and H7 LPAI strains 
are capable of mutating under field conditions into HPAI 
viruses. HPAI is highly infectious and deadly amongst domestic 
poultry. In recent epidemics of HPAI H5N1, the mutated virus 
infected and killed waterfowl, shorebirds, and human beings.  
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Classification 

• AI viruses are classified in two ways: 
• The first is by their antigenic makeup, which determines how 

the host’s immune system responds. Influenza viruses have 
two important surface antigens, hemagglutinin (H) and 
neuraminidase (N). The name of the subtype of influenza 
reflects the combination of surface antigens; there are 16 H 
antigens and 9 N antigens. Cross-protection does not occur 
between subtypes.  

• The other classification is by the severity of the disease they 
cause in domestic poultry (low pathogenic AI or LPAI and 
highly pathogenic AI or HPAI as discussed previously).  
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Natural Distribution 

• All known subtypes of influenza A viruses circulate among 
wild birds, especially migratory waterfowl (such as ducks 
and geese) which are considered natural reservoirs for 
influenza A viruses. 

• Domestic poultry like chickens and turkeys are not natural 
reservoirs for AI virus and usually develop clinical disease 
when infected with AI virus. 
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