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Bird flu
pandemic
‘very likely’
Abbott, Bracks agree . . . sort of
By NASSIM KHADEM
and RACHEL KLEINMAN

A BIRD FLU pandemic in Aus-
tralia is ‘‘almost certain’’ and
authorities must stockpile more
antiviral drugs to deal with an
outbreak, federal Health Minister
Tony Abbott says.

Mr Abbott’s comments came
as Premier Steve Bracks admitted
that a bird flu pandemic in Vic-
toria was a ‘‘strong possibility’’,
and Health Minister Bronwyn
Pike said a pandemic could
result in nearly 150,000 people
being hospitalised.

Mr Bracks told 3AW radio that
the State Government was plan-
ning for a mass outbreak but
there was no need to be alarmist.
‘‘This is only a possibility. The
probability is that avian flu will
not be passed on from person to
person,’’ he said.

Department of Human Ser-
vices spokesman Bram Alexan-
der said the worst-case scenario
would be 17,000 deaths in Vic-

toria and 40,000 Australia-wide.
Mr Abbott is in Canada for

talks with world health ministers
and World Health Organisation
officials on the threat of bird flu.

Despite calls by Prime Minis-
ter John Howard to avoid
overreacting, yesterday Mr
Abbott said there would ‘‘almost
certainly’’ be a pandemic in Aus-
tralia. ‘‘Whether it will be next
month, next year or next decade,
we just don’t know.’’

He said there had been three
pandemics in the past 100 years.
‘‘The first in 1918-19 was very,
very serious indeed. It killed per-
haps 50 million people around
the world, including about
12,000 people in Australia.’’

Two subsequent pandemics
in the late 1950s and the late
1960s killed about a million
people each, including about
500 each in Australia.

Mr Abbott said Australia had OPINION Danger in our skies NEWS 17

the world’s largest supply of
antiviral drugs Relenza and
Tamiflu, and the company that
has the rights to Relenza, Glaxo-
SmithKline, would reopen its
Australian plant early next year.

But researchers at ANU say
patents are preventing Australia
from developing its own generic
antiviral supply. They have urged
the Federal Government to issue
licences to a local manufacturer.

Mr Abbott said the Federal
Government would ‘‘very seri-
ously’’ consider mass vacci-
nation if a bird flu outbreak was
imminent. Trials are currently
taking place to create a vaccine
and will be completed by the end
of the year.

The Federal Government said
yesterday it would provide
$3 million to combat bird flu in
Vietnam.


