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Avian flu: Birds, cows, and now a human 

What do we know? What do we not know? 

Caitlin Rivers, Ph.D., M.P.H., is an epidemiologist at the Johns Hopkins Center for Health Security.  

There has been much in the news about dairy cows in Texas getting sick with avian influenza, and 

now a human is sick. Here is what we know, what we don’t know, and what this may (or may not) 

mean. 

The avian flu timeline is accelerating  

The version of bird flu, or avian flu, that is making the news has existed for over 20 years. We even 

have a name for it—highly pathogenic avian influenza virus A(H5N1), or HPAI for short. In birds, it’s 

highly contagious and deadly. 

While it can infect humans (usually when a human has direct contact with a bird through, for example, 

hunting), the virus has never been able to spread efficiently among humans.  

But the more this virus jumps from animal to animal or human, the more chance it has to mutate to 

infect humans. And things have been heating up lately:  

• Birds experienced an infection lull from 2016 to 2022. 
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• Beginning in 2022, the U.S. experienced the largest and longest outbreak in U.S. history 

among birds, first among wild birds and then domesticated birds, like commercial chickens. 

These outbreaks caused eggs to be expensive and harder to find. 

• Then, we started detecting avian flu in mammals worldwide—seals, bears, mountain lions, and 

foxes, just to name a few. 
 

 
  

This brings us to today  

Last week, officials announced that HPAI infections had been detected in cows on several dairy farms 

across five states. We then learned that cows in other states got sick once transported from the 

original farm, suggesting cow-to-cow transmission. This marks the first HPAI infection in cows in the 

United States. 

 

https://yourlocalepidemiologist.substack.com/p/why-are-there-no-eggs-avian-flu-and
https://yourlocalepidemiologist.substack.com/p/why-are-there-no-eggs-avian-flu-and
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/livestock-poultry-disease/avian/avian-influenza/hpai-detections/mammals
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F8800b153-4a3a-4d2c-98e4-c725613a49d6_1910x1162.png
https://substackcdn.com/image/fetch/f_auto,q_auto:good,fl_progressive:steep/https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F8800b153-4a3a-4d2c-98e4-c725613a49d6_1910x1162.png
https://images.unsplash.com/photo-1454179083322-198bb4daae41?crop=entropy&cs=tinysrgb&fit=max&fm=jpg&ixid=M3wzMDAzMzh8MHwxfHNlYXJjaHwzfHxjb3dzfGVufDB8fHx8MTcxMjAwNjIwNnww&ixlib=rb-4.0.3&q=80&w=1080
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Yesterday, news was released that a person in Texas was infected with HPAI after working closely 

with the cows.  

What we know 

• Lab scientists analyzed the virus that infected the cows and found:  

o It’s the same exact virus that is infecting birds, which suggests it jumped from bird to 

cow. 

o We are very familiar with this virus. So much so that we know where it would need to 

mutate to spread better from human to human. Based on preliminary analysis, the 

virus has not mutated in a key spot, which is great news.  

• The person infected had very mild symptoms—eye inflammation—and is on antiviral 

medication. This is good news, as the few cases of human HPAI on record have tended to be 

severe. 

https://images.unsplash.com/photo-1454179083322-198bb4daae41?crop=entropy&cs=tinysrgb&fit=max&fm=jpg&ixid=M3wzMDAzMzh8MHwxfHNlYXJjaHwzfHxjb3dzfGVufDB8fHx8MTcxMjAwNjIwNnww&ixlib=rb-4.0.3&q=80&w=1080
https://images.unsplash.com/photo-1454179083322-198bb4daae41?crop=entropy&cs=tinysrgb&fit=max&fm=jpg&ixid=M3wzMDAzMzh8MHwxfHNlYXJjaHwzfHxjb3dzfGVufDB8fHx8MTcxMjAwNjIwNnww&ixlib=rb-4.0.3&q=80&w=1080
https://www.dshs.texas.gov/news-alerts/health-alert-first-case-novel-influenza-h5n1-texas-march-2024
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• A cow isn’t a pig, which is great news. Pigs are dangerous hosts for HPAI because they have 

avian and human receptors. They are known as “mixing vessels” for influenza viruses. As far 

as we know, this is not the case for cows. 

• We have well-established flu vaccine pipelines and some stockpiled materials to make a 

matching human vaccine quickly, if necessary. We also have antivirals that can help prevent 

infection and severe illness.  

What we do not know 

Three main questions scientists are trying to answer:  

1. Did the virus mutate to become better adapted to cows? This will require more studies, which 

are already underway.  

2. Where else is it? Only a few farms are affected right now. However, viruses spread. The 

impact on milk supply and prices in the future is unclear.  

3. Is the virus able to transmit onward from here? It would not be surprising if there were more 

human cases in people who had direct contact with cows. What we don’t know is if the virus 

will be able to transmit onward to other humans. For example, in the latest case, we don’t 

know if any of the person’s contacts became infected. Epidemiologists will closely track this.  

Is there any risk to me today?  

At this point, the risk to the average person is close to nil unless you’re working with wild animals, 

birds, or cows.  

While this virus impacts the milk supply of individual cows, milk in our grocery stores is still safe to 

drink. Milk from sick cows is not allowed to enter the commercial supply, and milk is pasteurized—a 

major safety step in which milk is heated to kill pathogens, including influenza viruses. 

Raw milk is unlikely to be safe, and it’s definitely not recommended anyway due to other health risks.  

 

https://www.fda.gov/food/buy-store-serve-safe-food/dangers-raw-milk-unpasteurized-milk-can-pose-serious-health-risk#:~:text=Raw%20milk%20can%20carry%20dangerous,products%20made%20from%20raw%20milk.
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Bottom line  

Public health eyes have been on this HPAI sucker for decades, and avian flu is finding more 

mammals around us. This is unsettling, but scientists continue to pay close attention. In the 

meantime, it may be smart to implement lessons learned from the Covid-19 emergency quickly. The 

time to prepare is now.  

 

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/next-pandemic-bird-flu-preparedness

