West Nile Virus

(And we don’t live anywhere near the Nile)

So what is it?

West Nile Virus (WNV) was first diagnosed in New York City in 1999. This potentially fatal disease has spread across the country more quickly than expected. Its continued spread means that it is here to stay. Last year Massachusetts had 23 cases reported and 3 deaths.

How do I get it?

WNV is principally a disease of birds. It grows inside an infected bird and is spread to other birds, animals and people through mosquito bites. Not all species of mosquitoes carry the disease. Even in areas where mosquitoes carry the disease, much less than 1% of the insects are infected.

Although adults are more likely to be bitten by mosquitoes than children and men are bitten more often than women, anyone can become infected with WNV. The disease cannot be spread through normal contact with infected animals or people. 

What are the symptoms?

Most infected people will not know that they have the disease because they will have either very mild symptoms or no symptoms at all. 

The symptoms may include:

· Fever

· Headache

· Body aches

· Skin rash (rare)

· Swollen lymph nodes (rare)

The symptoms usually occur within a few days to a couple of weeks after infection. Persons who have flu-like symptoms that continue for more than 2-3 days should contact their physician immediately. If a mild infection exists, fluids and rest will be prescribed. Those who have symptoms of a more severe infection will be given a blood test to see if there are antibodies to the virus present.

What if I have a severe case?

Because so specific treatment currently exists, people who develop a severe infection are hospitalized to receive supportive care to help their bodies fight the disese. That care might include intravenous fluids, respiratory support, and prevention of other infections which can weaken the body’s ability to fight the WNV. Most people fully recover from WNV. 

So what can I do to prevent it?

There are several things you can do to lower the risk of WNV by lowering the risk of mosquito bites:

· Remove all open containers of water and fill all pools of standing water near your home

· Stay indoors at times when mosquitoes are most active-dawn, dusk, and early evening

· When outdoors, wear long-sleeved shirts and long pants

· Be on the lookout for dead birds, especially crows and jays, and report them to local and state authorities
· Avoid floral-scented perfumes and toiletries, such as soaps, lotions and shampoos

· Spray clothing with insect repellent that contains 35%-50% DEET. Use repellent sparingly on exposed skin, and follow manufacturer’s instructions

· Vitamin B and ultrasonic devices are not effective against mosquitoes

The risk from WNV is real but extremely low. By taking a few precautions and being aware of the WNV symptoms, you’ll be ready to enjoy all of the pleasures of summer.
