
Food poisoning
Foodborne diseases are increasing. Is this really true or is it
just media hype?

The most common bacterial food poisoning in Australia
is from various strains of E-coli, campylobacter and
salmonella. These are all found in animal foods, but can
also contaminate vegetable foods if poor food handling is
used. Typically cutting up vegetables on a chopping boards
used for chicken or using the same knife.

OzFoodNet is the organisation which keeps track of food-
borne disease in Australia. Food poisoning is a difficult
thing to measure because many cases go unreported. Hence
we have an estimate of 5.4 million cases per annum based
on a survey method[5] but actual notifications recorded by
OzFoodNet will obviously be much lower.

• In 2005 OzFoodNet[6] recorded 25,779 notifications of
foodborne disease — up by 12% from the mean of the pre-
vious 5 years.

• Salmonella was up by 13.1%

• Campylobacter was up by 5.1%.

• The estimated cost of foodborne disease is $1.2 billion
dollars per year. This includes 1.2 million visits to doctors,
300,000 prescriptions for antibiotics and 2.1 million days
of work lost each year.

A ban on locally produced chickens and eggs in Belgium
(1999) due to dioxin contamination resulted in lower sup-
plies of chicken meat and eggs. The rate of campylobacter
infections dropped by 40%. It returned to normal after the
ban was lifted[7]. There are an estimated 208,000 campy-
lobacter infections in Australia annually.

Who pays?
• Why aren’t intensive chicken farmers levied to pay for
anti-flu drug stock piles?

• Why aren’t intensive chicken farmers levied to pay for
their large part in the 5.4 million food poisoning cases,
the 18,000 hospitalisations and 120 deaths annually in
Australia[8].

Key Facts
• Australia produces about 750,000 tonnes of chicken meat
annually from the slaughter of 430 million birds[9].

• The chicken meat industry turnover is $1.2 billion per
year — about the same as the total cost of food borne
disease[9].

• Chickens are slaughtered after growing for about 6-8
weeks. Some 4% die during this period and about 10-
20% are in pain for the last week or two of their miserable
lives[10].

• Australia has had outbreaks of bird flu in 1976
(H7N7), 1985 (H7N7), 1992 (H7N3), 1995 (H7N3), 1997
(H7N4)[11]. It is only a matter of time before one becomes
lethal to humans.
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This leaflet is heavily based upon Michael Greger’s excellent and highly
recommended book Bird Flu : A virus of our own hatching.

Geoff Russell, June 2008

THE REAL COST
OF CHEAP CHICKEN

• Bird flu is common in water birds the world over. How
has it turned into the lethal H5N1 form?

• How does keeping broiler chickens in crowded stressful
conditions like those above increase the risk of potent dis-
eases occuring?

• How does the 1918 flu, which killed perhaps 50 million
people, relate to the modern flu that many of us have had?

• How many other types of bird flu are there and how many
can infect humans?

• Can you catch bird flu from eating chicken?

• How has the incidence of food poisoning changed over
the years, and why?

This leaflet will provide at least partial
answers to these and other questions
— read on.
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InfectiousDiseases
Deadlyinfectiousdiseasesneedtightlypackedpopulations
ofpeopletoflourish.Whenpeoplelivedinsmallnomadic
groups,anyvirus,forexample,whichkilledquicklywould
soondieout.

Theadventoffarmingbroughtstablefoodsuppliesand
peoplebeganlivinginlargegroups.Thisallowedformore
deadlyvirusesandbacteriatodevelopmorereadily.These
becamethescourgeofhumanityandwerewithusforcen-
turies.

Goodplumbing,sanitationandantibioticsturnedthetables
onthesediseasesandforafewdecadestheyseemedtobe
athingofthepast.

Well,theyareback!IntheU.S.,afterdecadesoffalling
mortalityrates,deathsfrominfectiousdiseasesincreased
by4.8%annuallybetween1981and1995[1].Theyarestill
onlyatenthoftheratesof100yearsago,butthetrendis
disturbing.

VirusAmplification
Justaslargegroupsofhumansallowviruses(andothermi-
crobes)tobecomemoredeadly,intensiveanimalindustries
provideaperfectamplifiersystem.

Whenashedof20,000ormorechickensbecomesinfected
withavirus,thatviruscanmovefrombeingharmlessto
deadlyinjustdays.Thevirusproducesoffspringwhichare
alittledifferentfromtheirparents.Theseoffspringviruses
infectotherbirds(orcanreinfectthesamebirds)andthe
timebetweenthevirusgenerationsisshort.Inthestressed
andovercrowdedconditions,someviraloffspringmaybe
deadlyandcansoonspreadthroughtheentireshed.Some
viraloffspringmaycarrytheabilitytoinfectpeople,pigs
orcats.Ifthesenastyversionsescape,thenitisn’tonly
chickenswhichgetsickorevendie.

Imaginebeingstuckinacrowdedtrainforafewdayswith
onepersonwhohasacold.Inashortperiod,otherswill
catchthecold.Butifyouarestuckonthetrainforweeks,
thenthecoldcanbecomerathermoreseriousasitreinfects
people.Virusesandbacteriaevolveveryquickly.

Adayoffwiththeflu
Manyofushavehad“theflu”.Wethinkweknowwhat
sortofdiseaseitis.Noneofushavehadthe1918flu—
whichwasalsoabirdflu[2].

Thefluof1918killedmorepeoplein12monthsthanthe
blackdeathofthemiddleages(bubonicplague)killedin
acentury.Itkilledmorepeopleinthatbriefperiodthan
AIDShaskilledin25years.

With1918flu,theachesandfeverfamiliartosufferersof
today’sflufrequentlyprogressedtomassiveinternalbleed-
ing.Peopleliterallydrownedintheirownbloodysecre-
tions.Theybledfromtheireyes,nostrils,ears.Theybled
intotheirlungs.Theyspatpureblood.Whenautopsies
weredone,people’slungscouldbe6timestheirnormal
weight.

ThefirstpersonwhodiedofH5N1inHongKongin1997
showedhowpeoplemaydieinabirdflupandemic.He
diedafteraweekwithmultipleorganfailurewhenhisblood
curdled.

GovernmentPreparedness
ByJune2007,theAustralianGovernmenthadalready
spent$600milliondollarsonpreparationsforworldwide
flu(Herald-SunJune9th).

Butitisn’tjusttheAustralianGovernmentwhoisplanning
forapandemic.Allovertheworldthereareteamsofscien-
tistsworkingfranticallytoprotectyoufrompandemicbird
flu,whileintensivechickenfarmersareraisingchickensin
amannerperfectlysuitedforthecreationofthisdisease.

TypesofBirdFlu
SincethebirthofH5N1birdfluin1997,therehavebeen
infectionsofhumansbydifferenttypesofbirdflu.Fortu-
natelyonlyH5N1killspeople.

1997–H5N1HongKong.1999–H9N2China.2002—
H7N2VirginiaUSA.2003—H7N7Netherlands.2003
—H9N2HongKong.2004—H7N3Canada.2005—
H5N1inCambodia,China,Indonesia,Thailand,andViet-
nam.2006—H5N1inAzerbaijan,Cambodia,China,Dji-
bouti,Egypt,Indonesia,Iraq,Thailand,andTurky.

Netherlands2003
In2003therewasanoutbreakofbirdfluintheNetherlands.
Itwasn’ttheH5N1familythatwassodevastatinginHong
Kongin1997,2001and2002[3],itwasH7N7.Theability
ofthebenignvirustocausesicknesswasamplifiedinthe
crowdedshedanditsoonturneddeadly.30millionchick-
enswerekilledtopreventfurtherchangeswhichmightalso
makethevirusdangeroustohumans.Theyweretoolate
and1000peoplewereinfected.Oneperson,avet,wasun-
luckyenoughtocatchaparticularlydangerousmemberof
therapidlyevolvingviralfamily—hedied[4].

Howcloseisclose?
Hownearistheworldtoamajorworldwideoutbreakofa
deadlyinfluenza?

In1983aharmlessbirdfluinfectedchickensinPennsylva-
niachickensheds.Overnight,theharmlessvirusevolved
intoakillerand17millionchickensdied.Thischangewas
theresultofasinglegeneticmutation.

Currently,wehavealethalstrainofH5N1whichkills
chickensandpeopleveryeffectively.Unlikethe1918flu
whichkilledjust5%ofthepeopleitinfected,thisH5N1
killsmorethan50%ofthepeoplethatitinfects.Fortu-
natelytheviruscannotspreadeasilyfrompersontoperson.
Nobodycanpredictwhenitwillacquirethisability.Ifit
does,thentheworldisinserioustrouble.

TheAustralianGovernmenthasstockpiled4milliondoses
ofTamiflu(ananti-fludrug)touseinsuchaneventuality.
Othercountriesarealsostockpilingthedrug.

Canyoucatchbirdflufromeatingchicken?
Itisabsolutelytruethatyoucan’tcatchbirdflufrom
properlycookedchicken,thisisalsotrueofsalmonella
andcampylobacter—yetthesecauseillnessinthousands
ofAustraliansannually.Thereareanestimated208,000
campylobacterinfectionsannually[5]with75%beingfood-
borne.Sayingyoucan’tcatchbirdflufromcookedchicken
islikesayingyoucan’thaveamotorvehicleaccident.You
can’t—ifeverybodyisreally,really,reallycareful.


