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Precautions against West Nile can save a lot of grief

MANHATTAN—-Many Americansmay not
be“getting” thefact that precautionsreally are
necessary. West Nilevirus can be devastating
for humans, aswell ashorsesand birds.

West Nileexpert Ludek Zurek saysthat many
Americansdon’t seemtoreaizethedangers.

If nothingel se, scientistscontinuetodiscover
justhow profoundthevirus' effectscanbe, said
Zurek, themedical -veterinary entomol ogist for
Kansas State University Research and Exten-
sion. Themosquito-bornevirusfirst appeared
intheUnited Statesduringthesummer of 1999
in New Y ork City. Even then, West Nile was
known to occasionally lead to meningitis (in-
flammation — swelling — of the membranes
aroundthebrain) or viral encephalitis(inflam-
mation of theentirebrain).

So why haven’t more Americans acknowl-
edgeditandworkedtoreducesuchrisks? Sev-
erd thingscouldbecontributingtotheproblem:

Eachspring, birdsandthenhorsesfall victim
to the virusfirst and thus make the newsfirst.
OnApril 28,2004, theU.S. Centersfor Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) reported that
eight states — Alabama, California, Florida,
Georgia, Louisiana, New Y ork, Pennsylvania
and Texas—had aready registered positivetest
resultsfor 2004’ sround of West Nilevirusin
mosquitoes, birdsand horses. Onestate, Ohio,
had identified theyear’ sfirst human case.

“InKansas, humansaremost at riskfromJune
through September. That’s when theyear's

mosquito populations peak, and that’ s when
peoplespendmoretimeoutdoors,” Zurek said.

Inaddition, fatality statisticsaremuchworse
for birdsand horses.

Among certainbird species—notably crows,
ravens, bluejays and prey-eating raptors
(hawks, eagles) — contracting West Nileisa
likely death sentence, Zurek said. For thevirus
totravel to other popul ations, amosguito must
bite an infected, but still living bird. The mos-
quito then can transfer the virus to horses or
humans, hesaid.

Two vaccines currently are available for
horses. V accinationsarewhy K ansaswentfrom
having 800 horses contract West Nilein 2002
t080 casesin 2003, Zurek said. Among unvac-
cinated horsesthat get infected, however, about
one-thirddie.

Incontrast, avaccinefor humansisstill inthe
testing phase. But, thegreat maj ority of humans
whogetWest Nilewill either developnosymp-
tomsor believethey haveamild case of flu.

The CDC reportsthat lessthan 1 percent of
humanswhobecomeinfectedwiththeviruswill
alsodevel opasevereillness. Amongthose, the
fatality ratewill rangefrom3to15percent, with
theelderly beingat highestrisk. Hedlthofficials
haveworked hardtowarn people, but not make
them panic. Even so, the health consequences
for humans can be so seriousthat people need
totake precautions, Zurek said.

Peoplewho contract thevirusapparently al so
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devel opalong-lastingimmunity, andabout four
out of five of them will display no symptoms.
But up to 20 percent will develop such symp-
toms as fever, headache, other aches, nausea,
vomiting, swollen lymph glands or arash that
last fromafew daysto several weeks.

Althoughmost will not die, about onein150
infected peoplewill needtobehospitaizedwith
symptoms such as high fever, headache, neck
stiffness, stupor, disorientation, coma, tremors,
numbness, convulsions, muscleweakness, vi-
sionlossandparaysis. Theneurological effects
may be permanent.

Zurek has met several victimswho've sur-
vived West Nile-caused encephalitis.

“They hadnowordstodescribehow extreme
thepainwas. Thebest they could dowasto say
thattheir headliterally felt asif it weregoingto
explode,” hesaid.

Almost asbad for theentomol ogist isknow-
ingthat contractingthevirusispreventable—if
peopletaketherisksserioudly.

“1t simply requires removing or otherwise
taking care of al the standing water that can
serveasmosguitoes breedingground,” Zurek
said. “Then make sure your window and door
screensaretight, andstart gpplyingaDEET-based
insectrepd lentwhenyougooutdoorsduringwarm
westher, especidly at dawnand dusk.”

Practical Steps
toPrevent West NileVirus
Eliminating all mosguitoesisapractical im-

possihility, accordingtoZurek. But peoplecan
take other steps that significantly reduce the
oddsfor mosquito-borneillness, includingWest
Nilevirus:

* For standing bodies of water such asdeco-
rative pondsor livestock tanks, buy somegup-
piesor goldfishwhichfeastonmosqguitolarvae.
Or, buy an appropriate dunk, doughnut or bri-
quette containing B.t.i. (Bacillus thuringiensis
igadenas)andcarefullyfollowitslabd directions.

* For smdler water holders such as birdbaths
children’ splay poolsand unused fountains, clean
themoutandreplacethewater atleast onceaweek.

*Keep “incidental” water holders empty or
putaway. Thiscanincludetoys, oldtires, whedl -
barrows, buckets, tree holes, flower pots,
clogged guitters, holesintheground, lids, con-
caverocks, watering cansand plasticcovers.

» Make sure door and window screens are
“bug-tight.”

* During thewarm months, try toavoidgoing
outdoorsduringtheearly morninghoursandinthe
evening. That' swhenmosguitoesaremostactive.

« If you'll be outdoors during mosguito sea-
son, apply aDEET-based repellent to exposed
skin and clothes. If you can, also wear along-
deevedshirt,long-legged pantsand socks. The
amount of DEET inaproductrelatesonly tothe
timeit will last, not the protection it provides.
Childrenshoulduseaproduct that contai nsless
than 10 percent DEET or one of the soy oil-
based repellents.
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And You Said You
Wouldn’t Drive.

Words deserve actions. Don’t just say you won’t drink and
drive this Fourth of July, take action to designate a driver.
July 4 is one of the deadliest holidays for drunk driving
accidents. Be responsible and act on what you say:

Don’t Drink and Drive.




