Chapter 15: Sick Migratory Birds:

Canaries in the Coal Mines

Starting points:

• Agent Orange, still making news after all these years

• Sick sediment makes for sick birds

• Dixon and influenza viruses: Serious consequences

• Nuclear radiation increases the toxic load

(from pg 185-186)

Ducks and geese are members of a species group known as the Anatidae—birds that are ecologically dependent on wetlands for at least some aspect of their annual reproductive cycle. Anatidae species use every conceivable type of wetland across the globe from the high arctic tundra, to freshwater or saline lakes and rivers, to lagoons, mud flats, and the open sea. They also utilize manmade wetlands such as rice fields and other agricultural areas, including irrigation canals. Many of these species migrate between northern breeding grounds and summer nesting areas in Southeast Asia, crisscrossing several continents along the way.

Canadian researchers have found dioxin levels in soil collected throughout different regions of southern Vietnam to be as high as 898 ppt. But the most extreme levels of dioxin contamination were found in the area of Bien Hung Lake, where dioxin levels were measured to be greater than 1.1 million ppt.8 Considering that food for waterfowl—which includes shore grasses, algae, and other aquatic plants, small fish, tadpoles, and insects—readily absorbs chemicals from the environment, dioxin and other POPs can progress through the food chain and accumulate in the fat of migratory birds.9 A reasonable assumption can be made thatmigratory birds have bioaccumulated dioxin in concentrations similar to those found in the fat of domestic ducks where dioxin levels have been tested to be between 276 ppt and 331 ppt.10 Even though “safe” levels in animal muscle should be less than 0.1 ppt, dioxin has been shown to disrupt the immune system at concentrations as low as 1.0 ppt. This is the equivalent of a single drop of liquid placed in the center car of a ten-kilometer long cargo train.11 Even though this seems to be inconsequentially small, this tiny drop can cause substantial health problems in humans and birds alike. 

Unfortunately, little is known about the impact of chemicals on wildlife as few measurements have been taken, making it difficult to assess the ramifications in migratory birds. Testing dozens of live, wild birds is impractical and the availability of dead birds to test is few and far between. Most often, birds die in isolation and scavengers consume the carcasses within days. In addition, the chemical analyses required to determine if indeed a bird’s death was due to a poison are costly and difficult to perform; therefore they are seldom, if ever, carried out. Making the assessment even more difficult is the fact that toxicity differences among chemicals vary between species, sometimes by a factor of ten or more.

Baseline toxicities of individual chemicals in wild birds, not to mention TEQs of combined chemicals, are completely unknown. What is known, however, is that a definite link exists between dioxin exposure and the effect of influenza viruses on the immune

system as measured in experimental animals in the laboratory…
(from pg 194)

Migratory birds: NOT spreading H5N1

Several events have been reported involving mass mortalities of large flocks of migratory birds. In August 2005 Mongolia reported the death of some 90 wild birds at two different lakes in separate parts of the country. Between May and July 2005 officials reported more than 6,000 dead birds were found around Lake Kokonor, with many testing positive for H5N1. Receiving the most media attention was the death of 178 bar-headed geese. These large, powerful birds are known to fly expansive distances, soaring over the Himalayas during their migration from Southeast Asia and parts of northern India on their way to Central Asia. This is nothing novel for this species, and yet, one report stated, “it is believed that migrating bar-headed Geese were exhausted on arrival at Qinghai Lake and fell easy prey to the H5N1 flu virus.”23 Not only does this explanation sound implausible for the simultaneous deaths of these sturdy birds, it lacks scientific credibility. 

Because they travel over great distances and a few dead birds have tested positive for the H5N1 virus, migratory birds are blamed as the vector for transmitting the virus far and wide. But there are flagrant errors in this accusation. First, little is actually known about the precise migration routes of most waterfowl. Many do not follow the “generally accepted” paths called flyways; many spend their non-breeding periods soaring throughout two or more flyways. In addition, the flyway areas share considerable overlap, especially throughout the northern latitudes where the birds breed. Despite aggressive efforts undertaken by many groups to identify migratory patterns of bird species, very few tagged birds have ever been recovered. Without the evidence of actual birds, a comprehensive analysis of the migratory pathways, timing of movements, and areas of greatest concentration is precluded.24  Most importantly, outbreaks have

not coincided with arrival of the migratory birds to specific areas.

To blame the scattered H5N1 outbreaks that have occurred across Asia, Turkey, and Eastern Europe on migratory birds when so little is actually known about their migration patterns is nothing more than an uneducated guess. Keep in mind that most avian influenza viruses exist in the intestines of wild birds symbiotically and asymptomatically. As stated succinctly by author Wendy Orent in The LA Times, “Sick birds don’t fly far and dead birds don’t fly at all.”25
Despite little evidence to indicate that wild birds are the source of HPAI outbreaks, government officials in Britain, Russia, Ukraine, Romania, and Turkey shockingly asked hunters to shoot down as many incoming ducks and geese as possible so they could be tested for the H5N1 virus.26 It would be humorous if it were not so serious. The WHO had the foresight to declare that wild birds should not be culled; experts warned that some migratory species are rare and their extinction could have far-reaching ecological consequences.27 Thankfully, someone was thinking.

Creating a model that blames wild birds for spreading the virus to domestic chickens then on to humans is simply a convenience. Deaths of migratory birds occurring at about the same time or in the same vicinity as outbreaks and deaths among domestic birds do not mean that the events are related. In the vaccine world, the defining phrase for this apparent connection is “temporal association does not prove causality,” meaning, when two events occur at nearly the same time, one doesn’t necessarily cause the other. In other words, even though H5N1 has been detected in sick chicks and dead migratory birds in close proximity to each other, one didn’t necessarily infect the other. More likely, the horrific living conditions of industrially raised chickens and the exposure of wild birds to substantial environmental toxicities—including pesticides—have suppressed the immune system of both sets of birds. 

During long migrations, the birds undergo stressful conditions that utilize energy reserves. Increased utilization of fat stores will mobilize the chemicals that are stored in fat,  creating acute poisoning of the birds. The combination of environmental toxicities—dioxin, radiation, and other POPs, including H5N1—has led to deadly inflammation in the tissues in both types of fowl, leading to their demise. Wild birds and domestic chickens may well be described as the victims of bird flu, not the vectors, and H5N1 is a contributing factor to the demise of birds loaded with toxicities rather than the causative factor. 
What is happening to the birds around the world should be serving as a resounding wake-up call for the foul condition of planet Earth. 
