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What is it?

West Nile Virus (WNV) was found in the United States in 1999.  WNV can cause severe and sometimes fatal human illness.  Most people infected with West Nile virus will not become ill.  Of those people infected with WNV, a few will develop a mild illness with fever, headache, body aches and sometimes a skin rash and swollen glands.  Fewer will develop a severe illness known as West Nile Encephalitis (WNE).  Encephalitis is a swelling of the brain marked by headache, high fever, stiff neck, disorientation, coma, tremors, convulsions, muscle weakness and paralysis.  See your doctor if you have any of these symptoms.  A small number of people with the severe form of WNE have died.  There is no vaccine for people against West Nile Virus.

How do people get it?

Mosquitoes get infected with West Nile Virus when they bite a bird carrying the virus in its blood.  After 10 to 14 days, that infected mosquito can infect another bird, person, or animal through its bite.  WNV is NOT spread person-to-person, animal-to-person or from handling live or dead infected birds.  However, avoid handling any dead animals.  You cannot get WNV by eating infected birds or animals.  But, always fully cook meat before eating.

Who is at risk?

In areas where the virus is spreading, very few mosquitoes get infected with the virus.  Even if the mosquitoes are infected, less than 1% of people who get bitten and become infected will get severely ill.  The chance of the severe form of WNV is higher for persons 50 years of age and older.   WNV illness in children younger than 1-year old is rare. There is no record that being infected with WNV while pregnant will harm the unborn child.  West Nile virus can be spread through breast milk; however, this does not change breast-feeding recommendations.

How can I keep mosquitoes from biting me?
Always read and follow label directions for safe use of any pesticide.  Insect repellents that contain DEET help people avoid mosquito bites.  DEET does not kill mosquitoes; it just makes them unable to locate us.  The higher the percentage of DEET in the repellent, the longer the protection.   However, DEET higher than 50% does not increase the length of protection.  For children 2 to 12 years of age, use repellents with 10% or less of DEET.    For those who cannot use insect repellents, stay indoors or keep your skin covered when mosquitoes are seen.   If you are concerned about using DEET for yourself, for babies, infants, or others with health concerns consult a health care provider.

How can I control mosquitoes around my home?

Mosquitoes can breed in any standing water that lasts more than 4 days.  Mosquitoes like water not disturbed by wind, for example, water under grass and weeds.  Once or twice a week, empty water from livestock troughs.  Every night, empty the water from pet dishes, birdbaths, etc.  Repair leaky pipes and outside faucets.  Remove old, unused tires and other items that could collect water.  Repair broken septic systems so that sewage does not pool on the ground and give mosquitoes a place to breed.

Can livestock get West Nile virus?
Horses get WNV much more often than any other domestic animal.  Many horses infected do not develop any illness.  About one in three (33%) of the horses that become ill will die or need to be destroyed.  Call your Tribal or private animal doctor for a vaccine for horses against WNV or for more information.

What should I do if I see a dead bird?

Dead or dying birds may be a signal the WNV is in an area.  Please report large number of dead birds to the nearest OEH office, Navajo Nation Veterinary Clinic, Navajo Fish and Wildlife or Navajo Parks and Recreation Department.  Only birds of the magpie, jay, raven and crow families will be tested if submitted within 12 hours of death.  Without touching the bird with your hands, place the dead bird in a plastic bag.  Seal the plastic bag and put the bag inside another plastic bag.  Do not freeze dead birds.  Bury birds that have been dead 12 hours or more.
