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First human death case of avian influenza A(H5N2)
In Mexico requires urgent actions and global
preparedness against future pandemic
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DEAR EDITOR,

Avian influenza A (H5N2) is one of nine subtypes
of the influenza A (H5) virus. Although it primarily
affects wild birds, it can potentially infect people
and other animals through direct contact with dis-
eased animals or contaminated environments as
shown in Figure 1. Human infections with avian in-
fluenza A viruses are uncommon, but when they do
occur, the sickness can be mild, severe or even le-
thal. In almost all cases, poultry is the primary
source of this virus's transmission to humans [1,2].

As of May 2024, Mexico reported its first fatal
case of human infection with the avian influenza
A(H5N2) virus, while similar avian influenza virus-
es H5 subtypes like A(H5N1), A(H5N6), and A(H5N8)
have infected humans without sustained human-to-
human transmission, no additional cases of A(H5N2)
have been reported till now [3,4]. According to the
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Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, human
infections with HPAI A(H5N1) have been reported in
23 countries since 1997, with a 50% fatality rate, and
HPAI A(H5N6) in two countries since 2014, with a
fatality rate above 40%. [1,4] In Korea, on December
1, 2004, ducks at a farm were culled after quaran-
tine officials detected a suspected low pathogenic
H5N2 strain of avian influenza. In Japan, between
June and December 2005, the H5N2 virus or anti-
bodies against it were found in chickens at 40 farms
in Ibaraki Prefecture and one farm in Saitama Pre-
fecture [5,6]. From 2003 to 2012, Taiwan had isolat-
ed outbreaks of H5N2 in hens [7]. In January 2012, a
confirmed H5N2 outbreak was reported in Bingiri-
ya, Sri Lanka almost 6,000 chickens were slaugh-
tered after testing positive for the virus. [8,9] In
2015, the Midwestern United States saw a serious
H5N2 outbreak, which resulted in the killing or cull-
ing of around 50.5 million birds, the majority of
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FIGURE 1. Transmission of avian influenza A(H5N2) through direct animal contact and environmental exposure
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which were depopulated using foam to stem the
spread. Iowa, the country's largest egg producer,
lost over 30 million chickens on its own. The US De-
partment of Agriculture reported in January 2017
that H5N2 had been discovered in a duck in Fergus
County, Montana [10-12].

In May 2024, Mexico announced its first fatal hu-
man case of the avian influenza A(H5N2) virus. The
patient was a 59-year-old resident of the State of
Mexico with several underlying health conditions
and no known exposure to poultry or other animals.
On April 17, the patient began experiencing fever,
difficulty breathing, diarrhea, nausea, and general
discomfort, got admitted to the hospital on April 24
and died the same day. Laboratory tests revealed
the presence of influenza A virus in the respiratory
sample, which was previously categorized as non-
subtypeable. However, further sequencing identi-
fied it as A(H5N2). 29 contacts were identified and
tested after this incident, all of whom tested nega-
tive for SARS-CoV-2 and influenza, with no addition-
al health issues reported. Before this, A(H5N2) infec-
tions in poultry were identified in Michoacdn and
the State of Mexico (near the patient's house) in
March and April 2024, but there is still no definite
link between the human case and these outbreaks
[3].

Following this incident, the World Health Organ-
ization has not updated its guidelines, but it has
drawn attention to the ongoing importance of global
surveillance in identifying and tracking influenza
virus variations and promptly disseminating data
for risk assessment shown in Figure 2.

The WHO proposes several more effective sur-
veillance measures, including active and passive
animal monitoring, high-risk population monitor-
ing, and hospital inspections. Extensive investiga-
tions, contact tracing, and clinical testing are neces-
sary in both proven and suspected cases. It is
recommended that visitors adhere to food safety
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regulations, maintain proper cleanliness, and re-
frain from bringing animals into areas that are im-
pacted. World Health Organization also suggests re-
porting all human infections with new influenza A
viruses regardless of the symptoms. Research indi-
cates that certain antiviral medications, most nota-
bly neuraminidase inhibitors (oseltamivir, zanami-
vir), may shorten the time that viruses take to
replicate and increase the likelihood that certain
patients may survive. However, despite these ef-
forts, several challenges including a lack of particu-
lar vaccines for A(H5) in humans remain, though
there are pandemic preparation vaccinations avail-
able [3]. For active immunization of chickens, the
Nobilis AT H5N2 vaccine is utilized. It is composed of
a water-oil emulsion containing an inactivated anti-
gen of the type A (subtype H5) Avian Influenza vi-
rus. Vaccinating healthy chickens with this vaccine
will help lower the incidence of Avian Influenza
type A (subtype H5) [13].

This first global case of avian influenza A(H5N2)
in humans in Mexico has raised concerns because
the patient had no prior exposure to poultry or ani-
mals, making the source of transmission unclear.
Although the patient's underlying health conditions
are suspected to have contributed to vulnerability,
this link lacks conclusive evidence. The virus was
identified in neighboring poultry where the patient
lived before this incidence, indicating a danger of
human infection as well as the possibility of clusters
caused by exposure to diseased birds or polluted
settings. A study of 2022 found that low pathogenic
avian influenza H5N2 viruses continue to circulate
in Mexico and travel to other countries, implying
that Mexico could be a hotspot for future outbreaks.
However, surveillance continues, including im-
mune response testing in exposed individuals. WHO
currently sees the risk to the public as low for avian
influenza A(H5N2), but they're staying alert and
ready to change their assessment if more people get

Thorough Investigations:
Conduct contact tracing and
clinical testing for all cases.

Report Infections: Report
all human infections with
new influenza A viruses,
regardless of symptoms.

FIGURE 2. WHO recommendations for protection against A(H5N2) infections
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infected because if that happens, it would become a
bigger concern [3,4].

Given the possibility of a pandemic involving
avian influenza A(H5N2) in the future, the world
and Mexico must prioritize pressing issues. First
and foremost, because the patient caught the virus
without any prior exposure, this example highlight-
ed gaps in our understanding of how this virus
transmits to humans. This emphasizes the necessity
for further investigation into transmission process-
es. Second, global surveillance networks are needed
to detect and monitor changes in influenza viruses.
Increased international coordination is one way to
ensure timely information exchange and collabora-
tion during a pandemic response. Fourth, improv-
ing the framework for public health and capacity-
building strategies can help to decrease the impact
of future outbreaks, particularly in areas with a
high chicken density or avian influenza prevalence.
Finally, minimizing the risk of transmission would
include raising public awareness and education on
preventive measures such as avoiding close contact
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with sick animals and preserving hygiene. If we suc-
cessfully execute these preventive measures, the
world, including Mexico, will be better positioned to
respond to and prepare for any pandemics involv-
ing avian influenza A (H5N2) in the future.
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