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Disease Control

Faster Test for Avian Flu in
Animals Coming in 2008

by Grace Chua
Scope Correspondent

Veterinarians can soon test for avian influenza and foot-
and-mouth disease on the spot, using a briefcase-sized por-
table testing system that works in less than ninety minutes.
The old method required shipping samples of the animals’
blood, phlegm, or other body fluids to an often distant labora-
tory, which then took five hours to produce a result, by which
time infections may have spread.

The new device can run up to five independent tests si-
multaneously with the same kinds of samples.  It can also be
decontaminated on-site, making it ready to move to the next
location.

The testing device, developed by UK-based Smiths De-
tection, could help manage disease outbreaks, said Stephen
Phipson, Smiths Detection group managing director.  Such
outbreaks have proven fatal to people. According to the World
Health Organization, the virulent H5N1 avian flu strain has
claimed 203 lives between 2003 and October of this year,
including a 5-year-old girl in Indonesia just last October. Losses
to the hard-hit Asian poultry sector are estimated at $20 bil-
lion.

The scientific advance that makes disease control pos-
sible is a DNA processing technique called LATE-PCR, or
Linear After The Exponential PCR, a variation on an estab-
lished technique called PCR.

PCR is a molecular biology technique that makes large
numbers of copies of DNA so that even minute amounts, such
as traces from crime scenes, can be detected and analyzed.  In
conventional PCR, known as symmetric PCR, two primers—
sequences of DNA complementary to the analyzed strand—
are used to trigger the copying process and make double-
stranded DNA. LATE-PCR, developed by Larry Wangh of
Brandeis University in Waltham, Massachusetts, makes single-
stranded DNA copies, which can be seen more easily with a
fluorescent probe.

“The test is extremely sensitive,” Wangh said. “If you put
just a single DNA molecule in, you can get a positive signal
with accuracy.”

That accuracy means avian flu can be detected soon after
birds are infected but before they begin to show symptoms,
so potential cases can be screened earlier. In addition, the test
can distinguish between the highly pathogenic, human-trans-

missible H5N1 strain and other strains of bird flu. The test can
also be adjusted to detect H5N1 in humans. The system is
expected to be in production by mid-2008.

The Smiths system is not the only one in development.
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)
spokesman Katherine Long said that the FAO is currently
working on its own portable testing system for avian flu.
That system, she said, is planned to be faster, lighter, and less
expensive than the Smiths version. It will take 20 minutes to
test for disease, will ultimately be the size of a telephone, and
cost $1000 per system.  However, the FAO’s machines are
not yet scheduled for production.
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