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SCIENCE

Bird flu, or avian influenza, in hu-
mans is often thought to be con-
tracted through close unprotected
contact with infected poultry or
contaminated environments, but a
new study has found another po-
tential pathway through which it
can be transmitted.
Habitat destruction – such as

through deforestation in coastal
habitats – may be bringing migra-
tory birds in closer proximity to
communities, facilitating the
spread of the disease between the
wild flocks and humans, a new
study found.
By studying 2,000 blood sam-

ples of people living in northern
Sabah in Malaysian Borneo, the
study, published in Nature Com-
munications on Oct 17, found that
poultry and non-poultry owners
had antibodies to the H5 avian in-
fluenza. Along with statistical
analyses, this suggested that for
the study, there was no correlation
between H5 exposure risk and
contact with poultry.
Antibodies indicate past expo-

sure to disease and can be used to
understand what diseases people
were previously exposed to, even if
they were not diagnosed or ill.
The antibodies in these individu-

als reacted to the specific H5 virus
strains that were found in wild
birds, according to the study con-
ducted by researchers from the
Pandemic Sciences Institute at the
University of Oxford, BorneoMed-
ical and Health Research Centre at
Universiti Malaysia Sabah, and the
Saw Swee Hock School of Public
Health at the National University
of Singapore.
No human case of the H5 flu had

been reported in those areas.
Complementing environmental

data onhabitats anddistributionof

bird species, the researchers found
these individuals with the antibo-
dies were living close to migratory
shorebird habitats.
Bird flu occurs naturally among

wild aquatic birds like ducks and
geese and shorebirds like plovers
and sandpipers. They can easily in-
fect domestic poultry like chickens
through direct contact or through
contact with surfaces contaminat-
ed with the viruses.
Infected birds can shed the virus

in their saliva, nasal secretions and
faeces, and infection occurs when
there is contact with the virus.
Possible transmission from wa-

terfowl that spend much of their
lives on thewater’s surface, such as
geese and swans, was ruled out, as
there were no reports of sightings
of them in the areas studied.
Borneo sits on the East Asian-

Australasian Flyway – a major bird
flyway where migratory birds
make their way south from places
like Russia to Australia and New
Zealand between August and
March every year to escape the
winter chill. Some of the birds that
make stopovers in Malaysian Bor-
neo are the common sandpipers,
long-toed stints, wood sandpipers
and common redshanks.
While more research is needed

on how people might be exposed
to this virus through migratory
shorebirds, researchers said this
study highlights the need for more
surveillance at migratory sites.
Lead author Hannah Klim, a re-

searcher at the Pandemic Sciences
Institute, said the study highlights
a possible transmission route that
has been understudied.
One of the corresponding au-

thors for the study, Associate Pro-
fessor Kimberly Fornace from
NUS’ Saw Swee Hock School of
Public Health, said the assumption
that poultry poses themain risk for
bird flu has to shift, as humans and
wildlife are in closer proximity
through urban development and
land use change, which increases
the risks of spillover infection.
“We need to better understand

how we can protect and conserve
these habitats to both support
wildlife populations and minimise
the potential for disease spillover
into human populations,” she said.
Between 1973 and 2015, the is-

land of Borneo – divided between
Indonesia, Malaysia and Brunei –
lost about 50 per cent of its forest,
according to a separate 2020 re-
port. Habitats, such as mangrove
forests, that would have been

home tomigratory shorebirds have
also been cleared tomake room for
industrial agricultural efforts, the
2024 study added.
As habitats are increasingly lost

to deforestation and disrupted by
climate change, Dr Fornace said
more research is needed to under-
stand how risks of zoonotic diseas-
es spreading from wildlife to peo-
ple may change in this rapidly
changing environment.
More research is also needed be-

fore implementing control mea-
sures, said Dr Fornace, who hopes
that the culling of wildlife is not
the solution.
“Previous studies attempting to

cull wildlife to control diseases
have been highly unsuccessful.
This often disrupts ecosystems
even more and can even increase
disease risks,” she added.

Professor Dale Fisher of the NUS
Yong Loo Lin School of Medicine,
who was not involved in the study,
said the study is important as it
suggests that humans are being ex-
posed to avian influenza more fre-
quently than thought.
“This study means we need to

look at avian influenza spread in a
new way,” said Prof Fisher, who is
also senior consultant in the infec-
tious diseases division at the Na-
tional University Hospital.
He said that while human cases

of bird flu are said to have been in-
fected by domestic birds and poul-
try, this study suggests that hu-
mans with no exposure to poultry
yet live in the flight paths ofmigra-
tory birds may have been exposed
and had mild disease.
While the method of transmis-

sion cannot be explained now, Prof
Fisher said human encroachment
of birdhabitats due tourbanisation
increases interaction between hu-
mans and wildlife.
The study may be a stimulus for

increased surveillance for genetic
mutations of the avian influenza,
which may lead to human-to-hu-
man transmission, as well as re-
search to understand the transmis-
sion methods, he added.
Warmer temperatures and ex-

treme weather events can lead to
wild animals or birds, which can
carry viruses, moving to new geo-
graphical areas or closer to human
populations, saidDrMaryRodgers,
associate research fellow at Ab-
bott’s diagnostic business, who
was not involved in the study.
Another expert not involved in

the study, Professor Dirk Pfeiffer,
said such studies should be repli-
cated in other locations where mi-
gratory birds and humans are in
close proximity to find out the
risks of such transmission path-
ways, which can then be assessed
for the most effective measures.
The professor of veterinarymed-

icine at City University of Hong
Kong said it is vital to not overreact
when it comes to measures.
“We need to remind ourselves

that humans are part of the global
ecosystem with other species...
Transmissions between species
have and will always happen as
long as we share this planet with
other species like plants and ani-
mals,” said Prof Pfeiffer.
“We should not react by keeping

people away from nature but rath-
er, guide them to engage in sensi-
ble behaviours that minimise risk
of exposure to diseases potentially
present in natural habitats.”
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Habitat destruction inMalaysian Borneomay be bringingmigratory birds in closer proximity to human communities, facilitating the spread of avian flu fromwild flocks
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For an ecology student like
myself, conservation work
involves wandering the forest
with a hypothesis, collecting data
and running experiments.
But in the last two weeks of

October, I was exposed to a very
different side of conservation
during the UN biodiversity
conference, COP16, in Cali,
Colombia.
This event, held under the

auspices of the UN Convention on
Biological Diversity, serves as the
first conference since the
adoption of the historic
Kunming-Montreal Global
Biodiversity Framework in 2022.

That treaty – touted as the
biodiversity equivalent of the
Paris Agreement on climate
change – aims to halt and reverse
biodiversity loss.
It was my first time attending

an international event of this
scale.
The experience of running from

room to room and meeting all
sorts of people was incredibly
overwhelming.
But it proved enlightening in a

few ways.

SEMANTICS

For one thing, it showed the
difficulty in getting almost 200
countries to agree on a road map
to protect nature.
I sat through a discussion where

negotiators actually debated for
10 minutes over whether to
include a full stop and a comma
in a sentence.
While situations like these can

seem amusing, I also recognised
the repercussions of a single word
change on countries. For
example, in a discussion on
international commitments for
funding, some parties pushed for
the word “should” instead of
“could”.
Within the UN negotiations,

“should” is stronger language that
translates to heavier obligations
for contributors for funding.
It is little wonder then, that

negotiations progress at a snail’s
pace, as the negotiations require
consensus from all parties to
proceed.
One of the key expectations

from COP16 was that countries
would agree on indicators that
would allow progress in
protecting and restoring nature to

be tracked.
But at the end of the two

weeks, parties were still unable to
adopt a set of indicators for the
monitoring and implementation
of the global biodiversity
framework.
One key obstacle was the

establishment of a novel
biodiversity fund to support the
implementation of the global
biodiversity framework, as
developed nations could not
agree on how much they were
willing to pay to conserve nature
around the world.
That is not to say there were no

wins.
The establishment of a separate

fund, dubbed the Cali Fund,
encourages companies that use
genetic information from nature
in pharmaceuticals, for instance,
to contribute a portion of revenue
earned to ensure the continuity of
the habitats that provided these
genetic resources in the first
place.
Also formalised was a

permanent subsidiary body that
recognises and empowers
indigenous people and local
communities, as well as
communities of African descent,
as key stakeholders in
conservation, enshrining their
right to participate in multilateral
decision-making.
Some negotiations dragged on

for too long over pedantic
squabbling, but others did
produce a text that all parties
were comfortable adopting.

DIVERGENT PERSPECTIVES

Second, the experience at COP16
showed that different groups –
whether businesses,
environmental groups or
indigenous peoples – had
entrenched positions on certain
issues that may seem hard to
resolve.
The biggest disappointment for

me was the discussions on
implementing nature-based
solutions in addressing climate
change.

These solutions refer to the use
of approaches focused on using
ecosystems as tools for
mitigation, such as the role of
forests in carbon sequestration,
and adaptation, such as how
natural ecosystems can help
purify rainwater and prevent
floods.
But the private sector seemed

to use it as more of a buzzword,
framing discussions on protecting
or restoring forests as
opportunities for investments
into carbon projects.
Activists and indigenous

communities criticise such
approaches as anthropocentric,
short-sighted “false solutions”
that enable polluters to continue
emitting without addressing the
root causes of the crisis.
Nature’s decline is closely

interconnected with the climate
crisis.
The COP16 biodiversity summit

took place just weeks before the
UN climate conference COP29,
and the expectation is that
discussions on protecting nature
will continue there.
The best solutions for

biodiversity would be the ones
that benefit climate the most; it
will just take a bit more effort and
resources to implement
meaningfully, which would not be
possible if finance negotiations
for climate – one of the key areas
expected to be discussed at the
event – stall once again.

CITIES IN NATURE

Ultimately, negotiations are
predicated on parties’ national
priorities, which are primarily
influenced by domestic politics.
Singapore prides itself as being

a City in Nature, with many
policies focusing on bringing
biodiversity into urban areas.
That said, Cali, where COP16

was held, prides itself on its
biodiversity, and its residents
certainly show it.
Respect for nature is deeply

embedded in their culture, with
children learning about the
sanctity of biodiversity at a young
age, taught through legends and
stories through their families.
Singaporeans’ appreciation for

nature tends to be rather
utilitarian. The local focus is often
on ecosystem services such as
mental health and recreational
benefits, urban heat and flood
mitigation. Some of these
certainly are side effects of
Singapore’s unique land-use
constraints, but it is interesting to
observe a city on the opposite
side of the world whose residents
really walk the talk.
Dubbed “the People’s COP”,

COP16 puts people front and
centre as critical to addressing
the imminent biodiversity crisis.
However, if these ambitions for

protecting nature are to become a
reality, a fundamental shift in our
relationship with nature is
needed – not only from
policymakers but from the full
array of stakeholders in nature: all
of us. We must embrace a broader
perspective: One that values
nature not only for the services it
provides, but also for its intrinsic
worth.

•Mr Muhammad Nasry Abdul Nasir
is the executive director of the
Singapore Youth Voices for
Biodiversity, an advocacy group
pushing for stronger biodiversity
policies locally. He is also an
undergraduate at the Asian School
of the Environment at Nanyang
Technological University.
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Mr Muhammad Nasry Abdul Nasir saw
a very different side of conservation
during the COP16 conference in Cali,
Colombia. PHOTO: COURTESY OF
MUHAMMAD NASRY ABDUL NASIR


