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USDA Rural Development helps in avian flu threat 

By Ben Higgins, State Director, USDA Rural Development

Word count: 600

In recent weeks, news from Asia about avian flu has elevated concern about a potential outbreak of the disease in the United States. While this threat should be taken seriously, defenses in our country are quite strong and getting stronger with the help of U.S. Department of Agriculture Rural Development. 

Despite its presence in Asia since 1996, the virus, which is spread by chickens, ducks and other birds, has not been detected in the United States. In Southeast Asia, chickens are raised in mixed flocks with other birds, such as geese and ducks. In some countries, birds are often sold “live.” These methods of raising and marketing fowl can elevate the risks of disease transmission from bird to bird. 

In the United States, and particularly in California, strict biosecurity measures have been used for years on commercial poultry farms to prevent the spread of serious poultry diseases. There is a comprehensive program at the federal, state and local level to closely monitor flocks to diagnose foreign animal diseases. Protection of domestic poultry flocks is critical to prevent a possible spread of bird flu from birds to humans.   

USDA Rural Development, in partnership with the state’s poultry farmers and processors, is helping to bolster the state’s defenses against avian flu. Rural Development funds have fortified the state’s firewall against potentially devastating diseases like avian flu, exotic Newcastle disease and others. 

In August, USDA Rural Development awarded $125,000 in rural business grants to prevent the introduction and spread of poultry diseases like avian influenza. Grants to the California Poultry Federation help fund the industry’s ongoing biosecurity program of education and outreach to Northern and Central Valley small squab, chicken and turkey producers who do not have the resources to hire veterinarians and other specialists to develop biosecurity programs.  

The biosecurity program on the state’s poultry farms was launched in 2003 with the help of Rural Development funds. The biosecurity program was developed with the help of specialists from USDA, the University of California, the California Department of Food and Agriculture and poultry industry veterinarians.

While the threat of an avian flu outbreak in the United States is serious and the virus has the potential to cause illness and death, domestic poultry production, marketing and biosecurity methods are vastly different in California and in other U.S. poultry states --- literally oceans apart from methods used in Southeast Asia. As an added measure of protection, the U.S. Dept of Agriculture, on Feb. 4, 2004, imposed a ban on bird and bird products from Southeast Asian countries affected by avian flu. 

Importantly, California poultry ranchers are receiving training and education on the latest biosecurity measures, and there exists a strong disease detection and exclusion safety net with state and federal agricultural inspectors and veterinarians.    

The best prevention against devastating diseases like avian flu is education, preparedness and vigilance in biosecurity. USDA Rural Development in California, along with its partner, the California Poultry Federation, is working to protect the health of the state’s residents. There is every indication that the system to prevent avian flu from gaining a foothold in California or any other state is highly effective. 

While you may know the United States Department of Agriculture more for its outreach to the nation’s farmers and ranchers, Rural Development in California, through its extensive program of loans, grants and other assistance to rural areas, is improving the health of rural economies and the quality of life of rural residents. And, as our investment in the state’s biosecurity program demonstrates, Rural Development is working hard to promote the health and well being of city dwellers too. 
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