
Il ruolo del medico del lavoro competente nella
prevenzione della diffusione dell’influenza aviaria da
virus H5N1 nei lavoratori esposti

L. DI LORENZO, L. SOLEO

Dipartimento di Medicina Interna e Medicina Pubblica, Sezione di Medicina del Lavoro “E.C. Vigliani”, Università degli Studi di Bari

Med Lav 2006; 97, 1: 63-69

KEY WORDS

Avian influenza; H5N1 virus; poultry workers; occupational physician

SUMMARY

«The role of the occupational physician in the prevention of the spreading of H5N1 virus avian influenza in
exposed workers». Background: Avian influenza caused by H5N1 virus can be transmitted to exposed workers
from contact with infected poultry, and is thus, like other zoonoses, the responsibility of occupational physicians (OP).
The high pathogenicity of H5N1 virus has caused a 30-75% mortality among infected humans. Most of those sub-
jects were occupationally exposed in different areas of poultry raising in Asian countries. At the moment, person-to-
person transmission, even though possible, is unable to start a new human influenza pandemic due to the current
genetic characteristics of H5N1 virus. However, its spontaneous tendency to mutate must alert the international
community to the need of eradicating avian influenza in poultry as well as  preventing transmission to humans.
Objective: In Italy competent OPs are required to take part in prevention of H5N1 avian influenza infection of
potentially exposed workers, such as poultry sector workers, workers engaged in poultry culling, litter management,
carcass disposal, zoo and nature reserve workers, gamekeepers, veterinarians, biologists, laboratory technicians, and
health workers caring for possible instances of human infection. Methods: According to Italian legislations, OPs
must offer the national community their long-standing experience in the fields of workplace environmental monitor-
ing, health surveillance, choice of personal protection equipment (PPE) and training and information of workers
potentially exposed to H5N1 virus about occupational risks and correct use of PPE. They must also cooperate with
other involved professionals to programme antiviral and vaccine prophylaxis. Results and conclusions: Occupa-
tional physicians can have an important role in contributing to the prevention of and scientific research on H5N1
avian influenza virus.

RIASSUNTO

L’influenza aviaria da virus H5N1 può trasmettersi dal pollame ai lavoratori esposti, rientrando nella famiglia
delle zoonosi e quindi nella competenza dei medici del lavoro. L’alta patogenicità di questo virus ha determinato
una mortalità compresa tra il 30 e il 75% degli uomini contagiati. La maggior parte di questi erano professional-
mente esposti al pollame, ai vari livelli della filiera avicola, in Paesi asiatici. Al momento il contagio interumano da
virus H5N1, pur possibile, non riesce a determinare una vera epidemia umana per le caratteristiche genetiche dello
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