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OXFORD, UK: Health ministers from the G7
group of wealthy nations met yesterday in Britain
to discuss sharing vaccines with poorer countries,
as calls continue to ensure fairer global distribu-
tion of doses.

The meeting in Oxford in southern England
comes ahead of next week’s G7 summit, hosted by
the United Kingdom, which is set to be dominated
by discussion of the coronavirus pandemic and re-
covery plans. “We’ll be working together with G7
partners to try to meet the objective that a vaccine
is made available right across the world,” UK
Health Secretary Matt Hancock told reporters.

“After all, this is a global pandemic and nobody
is safe from it until everybody is safe,” he added.
The G7 gathering was also set to focus on improv-
ing identification of animal-borne infections, given
three-fifths of all infections jump from animals to
humans. The ministers from Britain, Canada, France,
Germany, Italy, Japan and the United States vowed
to “combat future health threats by working to-
gether to identify early warning signs from animals
and the environment”.

“There will be more diseases that cross that
boundary from animals to humans,” Hancock
added.

“We must be better prepared as a world in the
future and that is something that is very much on
the table in the discussions.”  The world’s wealth-
iest countries face growing pressure to do more

to help vaccines reach poorer countries, which do
not have enough stocks for comprehensive inoc-
ulation programs.

The G7 countries are already committed to
support the Covax global vaccine sharing program.

Strategy scrutiny 
However, UNICEF warned last month that the

program will find itself 190 million doses short of
what it had planned to distribute, and called on the
G7 and European Union to do more. Meanwhile in
a joint rallying cry this week the heads of the World
Health Organization (WHO), World Bank, Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Trade Or-
ganization (WTO) urged the G7 to agree a
“stepped-up coordinated strategy” on vaccines.

France in April become the first country to do-
nate doses from its domestic supply to Covax, with
an initial commitment of 500,000 doses.  US Sec-
retary of State Antony Blinken said Wednesday
President Joe Biden will announce within days
plans to export 80 million shots to other countries
“without any political strings attached”.

Although Britain-which has ordered more than
400 million doses of various vaccines-has pledged
the bulk of its excess doses to Covax, Hancock said
it was not yet ready to donate its extra jabs.

“We don’t have any excess doses,” he added,
noting over half a billion doses of the Oxford/As-
traZeneca vaccine had been released for supply

globally.  “But absolutely, we want to lean into this
global effort when there is spare capacity.”

At a G7 finance ministers meeting in London on
Friday, IMF managing director Kristalina
Georgieva will present a relatively low-cost plan to

expand vaccination access.
The plan, developed with the WHO and WTO,

calls for a financial commitment of $50 billion-far
less than the massive stimulus programs rolled out
by some rich nations. —AFP
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A veterinarian team checks the dead bodies of wild elephants, suspected to have been killed by lightning, on
a hillside in Nagaon district of Assam state. —AFP

Common French 
bird species face 
‘unrelenting’ drop
PARIS: From city centers to rural fields, human activity has dec-
imated populations of France’s most common bird species, sci-
entists warned, citing data collected over 30 years by volunteer
ornithologists. Between 1989 and 2019 over 2,000 French bird
lovers participated in monitoring the nation’s 123 most common
bird species through the Tracking Common Birds Over Time
(STOC) program. The effort is sponsored by the French National
Museum of Natural History, whose president Bruno David called
the findings “unrelenting”.

Over a third of common French bird species are in decline, in-
cluding the European goldfinch, the European turtle dove, the com-
mon house martin and 40 others, the museum reported.

The sharpest drops in populations were on farmlands, where
numbers dropped 30 percent in 30 years, followed by urban areas,
which saw declines of about 28 percent. 

Forest birds have fared somewhat better, with their numbers
falling by 10 percent over the last three decades.

Conservation biologist Benoit Fontaine, a researcher at the Na-
tional Museum, in a press conference Monday described the loss
of birds in agricultural territories as a “massacre”. —AFP

First human case 
of H10N3 bird flu: 
What we know
PARIS: China revealed the first human case of H10N3 bird flu on Tuesday,
an announcement that has so far raised no alarm among world health au-
thorities. Here is what we know.

What was found? 
The case of H10N3 bird flu announced by China on Tuesday is the first

of its strain observed in humans. “The patient is a 41-year-old male from
Jiangsu Province, China,” the World Health Organization told AFP in an
email.  “He developed illness on 22 April 2021 and was hospitalized on 28
April in an intensive care unit. He is currently recovering,” it said.

China’s National Health Commission (NHC) said the man was diagnosed
with H10N3 a month after being hospitalized. “The source of the patient’s
exposure to the H10N3 virus is not known at this time,” the WHO said.

What is bird flu? 
“Bird flu, or avian flu, is caused by influenza viruses that spread between

birds,” said Nicole Robb of the University of Warwick, cited by the Science
Media Centre (SMC).  “It can often spread easily between birds, but very
rarely causes disease in humans,” she said. John W. McCauley of the Francis
Crick Institute added: “There is a very wide range of influenza viruses in
circulation in birds, much wider than in the main mammalian hosts of in-
fluenza: man, pigs and horses.”

Two strains of bird flu, H5N1 and H7N9, (first seen in 2013) led to human
contamination in Asia through infected birds.  Two strains of bird flu, H5N1
and H7N9, led to human contamination in Asia through infected birds. 

H5N1 first broke out in 1997, then spread between 2003 and 2011, while
H7N9 was first seen in 2013.

Cases of transmission between humans remain extremely rare.
H7N9 has infected 1,668 people and killed 616 since 2013, according

to the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization. The H5N8 virus, derived
from H5N1, was detected in February among workers at a Russian poultry
factory after circulating for a few months in several European farms.

McCauley also cites sporadic infection incidents involving the H9N2
and H10N8 viruses across the world over the last 20 years.

How can humans get it? 
“Transmission to humans is usually by direct contact,” McCauley says,

citing “very close contact with infected birds, poultry or ducks with direct
exposure whilst handling them or in preparation of meat from the infected
animal”. McCauley points to the H5N1 outbreak in 1997 in Hong Kong that
was halted by the closure of bird markets.

“Once cooked, infected meat poses a very low threat,” he adds.
“As long as avian influenza viruses circulate in poultry, sporadic in-

fection of avian influenza in humans is not surprising,” noted the WHO,
“which is a vivid reminder that the threat of an influenza pandemic is
persistent.”   As for transmission among humans, Vincent Enouf of the
Pasteur Institute says: “Mutations would be necessary as the virus
crosses the species barrier.”

What are the risks? 
“At this time, there is no indication of human-to-human transmission”

of H10N3, the WHO said. “We don’t have any information about mutations
of this H10N3 virus that could be useful in determining whether it might
have the potential to be transmitted among humans,” Enouf added.

“Today Chinese authorities say the virus hasn’t been detected in other
people, which is reassuring,” he says. Even among the bird population,
where H10N3 has been detected in live bird markets periodically since
2002, the WHO says it is a “low pathogenicity” virus, meaning it causes
few signs of illness in its host. —AFP


