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The virus continues to spread in wild birds and poultry 

Since January 2006, new cases of avian influenza in poultry have surfaced in China, Malaysia, Indonesia, Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar, India, Afghanistan, India, Iraq, Iran, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Turkey, Greece, Romania, 
Bulgaria, Albania, Ukraine, Croatia, France, Germany, Sweden, Egypt, Israel, Cameroon, Sudan, Niger, Nigeria, Burkina Faso, Cote d¡¦Ivorie, and Djibouti.  Figure 1 summarizes the above-mentioned spread. The occurrence of 
these cases generally follows the migratory pattern of wild waterfowls.  

Figure 1  Areas reporting occurrence of H5N1 avian flu in poultry and wild birds since 1/2006
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In this same period, a total of 74 new human cases of avian influenza (with 48 fatal cases) have appeared in Azerbaijan, Cambodia, China, Egypt, Indonesia, Iraq and Turkey.  Since 2003, there have been 217 cases of human 
infection world-wide, among these cases, 223 cases were fatal. See Figure 2 for the number distribution of these fatal cases.

Figure 2  Affected areas with confirmed human cases of H5N1 avian flu since 1/2006

Each year since 2003, the number of affected countries continues to grow.  This phenomenon together with the fact that the H5N1 avian influenza virus undergoes evolutionary mutation is an ongoing concern.  Scientist and 
public health officials fear that a major human pandemic outbreak is at the brink of occurring.  Some scientists have even estimated the casualty in the neighborhood of hundreds of million with equally disastrous economic 
impact.

 Is a Pandemic outbreak imminent? 

While nobody knows exactly when an outbreak will occur, there are criteria which define the arrival of a potential outbreak.  These criteria include: 

1. The appearance of a new virus for which the general population has no immunity against 
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(current situation: H5N1 has never circulated in man)

2. The virus must have the ability for virus to replicate in humans and cause serious health effects 

(current situation: occurrence of human cases confirms this ability)

3. The virus must have the ability to spread efficiently from human to human

(current situation: not yet demonstrated)

Applying these criteria, two of the three conditions for a pandemic outbreak have been met.  While scientists have observed that the H5N1 virus has been undergoing mutational changes during the past few years, it is anyone¡¦s 
guess as to when the virus will have undergone significant mutational changes to enable efficient spread among human beings.  As the summer months approach, it will be more difficult for the virus to survive in the 
environment.  Most scientists agree that the likelihood of a pandemic outbreak is low.

Ongoing effort

While the threat of a pandemic avian flu outbreak may not be imminent, many parties are continuing with their effort in the prevention and treatment of avian flu.  Drug companies and governments are working together to 
conduct full-scale and statistically significant efficacy studies of anti-viral drugs like Tamiflu and Relenza against the H5N1 avian influenza virus. This information, when available, will be most beneficial in identifying the most 
effective medicine for this virus and will also help to determine the most proper treatment regime. 

The ability to make an appropriate vaccine against the H5N1 virus in a timely manner remains to be a major challenge.  Unlike the vaccine for the regular influenza, which can be readily produced in eggs, the H5N1, a pathogen 
for birds, actually kills the chick embryo.  Scientists have to perform genetic resorting to transfer the specific genetic determinants from the H5N1 virus to another virus that will not kill the chick embryo and inject this engineered 
virus into eggs to make the vaccine.  This extra step must be done before an effective vaccine against H5N1 can be produced. Yet, selecting the appropriate antigenic determinant is a difficult task in itself since the H5N1 virus 
undergoes continued antigenic drift and the selection of outdated determinants will result in the manufacturing of an outdated, ineffective vaccine.

The April, 2006 edition of the New England Journal of Medicine reported on the results of a clinical trial of a prototype avian flu vaccine for humans.  Only 54% of the 451 healthy individuals who received the prototype vaccine 
developed protective antibodies. Furthermore the dosage used was, in total, equivalent to 12 times the dosage for the regular seasonal flu.  In addition, the antigenic determinants used for this vaccine were extracted from the 
viruses which caused fatal human infection cases in Thailand.  Scientists have determined that this virus has already undergone antigenic changes as the genetic composition of the viruses isolated from the subsequent cases of 
fatal infections in Cambodia is different.  Judging from these facts, while the available human vaccine against avian flu may still be at its infancy, the effort is definitely heading towards the right direction. 

In the meantime...

Practicing good personal hygiene measures will help to protect individuals from getting infected by H5N1 and other respiratory pathogens.  Wear mask when suffering from respiratory illnesses.  This is a critical step in blocking 
the exposure to bioaerosols released from infected patients.  Wash hands frequently and definitely before taking meals, or rubbing eyes and nose.  Get vaccinated for regular seasonal flu to help prevent co-infection by seasonal 
flu and H5N1 as this occurrence may lead to the evolvement of a new virus which possesses the disastrous combination of easy transmission among humans and deadly infection outcome. 

While there may not be an imminent danger of an outbreak of avian flu in the near future, we should not become complacent, but instead should continue to focus on reinforcing/acquiring good personal hygiene practices and 
build them up as a habit.  Remember: clean hands prevent infections! 
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A Change for the Better (Contributed by Prof David Banfield of BIOL)

I decided to make the change from ethidium bromide (EtBr), the conventional dye for staining and visualizing DNA, after receiving a product information sheet from a company 
describing a safer alternative.  I have used ethidium bromide in Molecular Biology related research for nearly 25 years.  As dyes go ethidium bromide is very good ¡V it is cheap, 
highly sensitive and easily prepared and stored.  However ethidium bromide works well as a DNA stain because it can bind directly to DNA by intercalating between the bases 
in the double helix.  This property of EtBr unfortunately makes it a very potent mutagen.  Mutagens can cause changes to the sequence of DNA bases in cells called mutations 
and mutations are, more often than not, very "bad" for cells (and therefore us). 

While UGs, PGs and postdocs are usually well informed about the potential risks and safety procedures for using hazardous materials; in my opinion, particularly in laboratory 
settings, you are often reliant on the safety awareness and practices of others to shield you from potential hazards.  This is very much the case with mutagens such as EtBr.  
EtBr is odorless and at concentrations routinely used in experiments is undetectable without using ultraviolet light to visualize it.  Consequently, the potential for contamination 
of the immediate working environment as well as common passageways, door handles etc. is very high.  This is particularly true if the system used to visualize and photograph 
DNA stained gels is not immediately adjacent to the experimental setup.  

Members of my laboratory were very keen to try out one of the alternative products, SYBR Safe, and by and large are all happy to have made the change from EtBr.  The only 
negative comment I have heard is that SYBR safe is not as sensitive as EtBr ¡V but if one purchases the correct optical filters for photography, this rather trivial issue can be 
easily circumvented.  Yeah, it costs more than EtBr but not prohibitively so and certainly not when you consider the significant impact to the health and welfare of the people 
who toil in your lab everyday.  If you work with DNA or RNA, I strongly recommend you try SYBR Safe, or other alternative products. I certainly cannot think of any good reason 
to continue using ethidium bromide.

Interested parties may contact Prof Banfield¡¦s technician Mr Wilson Chan at Extension 7252 for their practical experience of using the alternative DNA dye. A demonstration 
may also be arranged. Detailed information about SYBR Safe is available from http://probes.invitrogen.com/products/sybrsafe/
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Annual Fire Drill 2006

The annual fire drill for this year was conducted on 25 April. The drill was jointly organised by the Safety and Environmental Protection Office and the Tseung Kwan O Fire 
Station. Similar to previous years, two fire scenes were established for the fire drill.  One was at the main academic and administration building and the other was at the Nano-
electronics Fabrication Facility (NFF).  

This year the arrangement for the scenario of the drill at the main building had been changed.  Without having to wait for the completion of the demonstration performed by the 
Fire Services Department (FSD) as  in the previous years, occupants were allowed to return to the building after they had completed the evacuation exercise.   The 
demonstration by FSD was scheduled to be performed shortly after the completion of the evacuation exercise.  Interested occupants might choose to stay behind to watch. 
Such arrangement could shorten the time for the fire drill and consequently could allow more flexibility in deciding the type of demonstration to be performed. The demonstration 
for this year was a rescue operation in a traffic accident in which a victim was trapped underneath a vehicle.  

The exercise for the NFF scenario was more intensive this year.  In addition to normal fire engines operations, a ladder truck and a HAZMAT Tender (for hazardous materials) 
were also dispatched for the exercise. The duration of the exercise at NFF was also longer than that at the main building. 

Video was taken at the Atrium assembly point and the NFF scene during the fire drill. Interested colleagues and students are welcome to watch some of the clips here.

(http://www.ab.ust.hk/sepo/video/FireDrill/FireDrillVideo06.html)
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Reflections on an Unplanned 
Fire Drill in a Student Dormitory
One early morning in February 2006, around 6 am, a fire alarm broke out in the New Hall. Even though most of the residents were still sleeping, the majority of them responded promptly and evacuated to the 
outside of the building in an orderly manner. After several minutes, it was confirmed to be a false alarm. In effect, this became an "unplanned fire drill", and it triggered active discussion in a subsequent hall 
meeting. Safety and Environmental Protection Office requested Student Affairs Office colleagues to collect responses from the residents, which are good reality check for our student hall fire safety program, in 
particular the evacuation exercise.

 A Year 2 ELEC student:

"RING......!" a loud and alarming sound suddenly broke the silent atmosphere of the New Hall. My roommate and I woke up unwillingly and tried to find out what was happening. When I opened the door, we 
saw many people move down the staircase. Some looked really tired and seemed that they didn't know what was really happening¡K; some were totally awake and kept waking  other people up in the rooms. 
Fire drill!!! In the early morning!!! My roommate and I both thought that this fire drill was too harsh for us¡KTo my surprise, people calmly left the building in good order. Even it was later announced a false 
alarm. People went back to their rooms, still in good and quiet manner. This inspired me a lot. I think that people in HKUST really have a good temper and they behave themselves in every moment¡K

 A Year 2 BBA(OM) student:

I was waken up by the loud noise and felt¡Kuncomfortable physically¡K I saw everyone try to get to the ground floor through stairs in good order¡K From this false fire alarm event, I found out that students 
were well organized when facing such situation. No one took the lift and no one hid in the room. The sense of safety was very clear and strong, so I think this was more real and more meaningful than a fire 
drill. But ...since it disturbed our normal life so much, I hope there won¡¦t be next time¡K

A Year 2 MGTO Student:

 I think it's very necessary for  hall residents to attend the fire drill. Firstly, it instills the sense of caution... If we always perceive our surroundings to be safe all the time, we will gradually lose the ability to 
respond to sudden accident¡KSecondly, the drill teaches us the basic skill of escaping from a fire¡KThis semester's fire drill at the New Hall was special. The alarm was on at 6 am, which was caused by some 
unexpected incident. However, most of the residents took the alarm seriously and went downstairs in order and no one used the elevator. It showed that the previous drills had an effective impact on residents. 
I strongly agree that we should have fire drills¡Kand I suggest that the simulation should be more real, so that when the real disaster comes, we know how to manage it.      

 A Year 2 MARK student:

It has been a hot topic¡Kto discuss which hall is going to practise fire evacuation at the beginning of the new semester. In order not to be "trapped" and "waste" an hour, hall residents, no matter from which 
halls, would like to escape from their halls and hide in other halls. It's such a funny thing when you see their behaviour. Everyone knows the importance of the drill.  But, how many of us do really participate 
seriously?

I do think everyone has learnt a lesson in the case of this false fire alarm.  At least, most of us have participated in it. I remembered that my roommate and I were having nice dream at that time when the 
alarm broke out¡KWe put our jackets on and started going out of the room and went downstairs. Everyone appeared to be grumbling. Of course, we still didn't know what had happened. After a while when the 
fire alarm stopped, all of us went back.
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I hope everyone can take notice of the fire alarm at every moment, not just asking and guessing why it rings. It is more important to follow the guidelines to evacuate. Though I took more than one hour to get 
back to sleep, I thought it was a valuable experience that nothing can replace.

 A student who wants to remain anonymous:

I think that drills which take place deep at night (or early in the morning depending on how you see it) are possibly one of the most anti-social things that the university administration can do...Having fire drills 
early in the morning really messed one's sleeping patterns up and you became so tired the next day. You could not concentrate in class and this would adversely affect your studies...I think it took me 
something like two days to get my sleeping back in order.

 I simply don¡¦t see the point of having fire drills so regularly. We already had one last semester. We got the point and I think we know how to escape (we or at least I have seen enough government 
broadcasts saying that in case of a fire, don¡¦t use the lift, etc.). We are a university, not a kindergarten. We don't need to be TAUGHT how to escape.

 ...An alternative perhaps is to  show some government broadcasts during a floor sharing session in order to raise inhabitants' awareness of fire escaping...

 A Year 2 ISMT student:

 Having a fire drill at dawn is not appropriate at all.  It creates unnecessary disturbance to the residents. Students already feel tired after a full day lectures and all they want is just to go back to their rooms and 
take a good rest.  Having a fire drill at dawn is surely an invasion to students' private resting time!  Though having a fire drill is a must, having it at appropriate time is also a must.  Lacking of sleep causes 
much harm.  Physically, people will get sick easily, and mentally, people will be pissed off because they are being waken up.  So, what's the point for doing it at dawn instead of other period of time?

 A Year 1 BBA student:

 ¡KI think if the fire drill is held in the morning, that is a good choice. But the time needs not to be so early. I think 7:30 am will be a good choice since it can wake us up early¡Kand also, there are usually more 
people in the hall around this period of time¡KI do think fire drill is necessary for us since¡Kresidents ' safety is important.

 As one can see, the students¡¦ opinions span a wide spectrum from wholehearted appreciation of the false fire alarm experience, all the way to questioning the need of fire drills at student halls. However, we 
would like to highlight several salient points about fire safety and fire drills: 

●     We believe all residents agree that fire and life safety is basic and necessary knowledge no matter in what kind of dwellings, homes, dormitories, or hotels.
●     We may be mature enough to understand the principles of escaping from a fire, but we always need to learn the particulars of one¡¦s immediate environment, such as escape route, locations of fire 

extinguishers, fire alarm buttons, and so on. Information dissemination is useful, but ¡§learn by doing¡¨ is critical.
●     This is especially important when one is in a new environment. With the increasing number of non-local students and short term hall residents, it is vitally important to have regular fire drills so that 

every resident is familiar with the fire evacuation procedures and escape routes.
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Fire Safety Ambassador Certificate Presentation

A Fire Safety Ambassador (FSA) certificate presentation ceremony was held after the fire drill on 25 April 2006. FSA Appointment Certificates were presented by the Senior 
District Officer of the Fire Services Department (FSD) to more than 20 participants who had successfully completed the training last year. Since the launch of the FSA Scheme 
by the FSD in 1997, four training courses were organized for HKUST, and about 100 staff members were trained and awarded the FSA Appointment Certificates.

 Previous articles:

Fire Safety Ambassador at HKUST

Fire Safety Ambassadors Presentation 2004
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Diving for Garbage

"Clean Our Coastline" is an annual event starting from 2001 for qualified divers of HKUST to pick up the rubbish dumped along the coastline of our campus. This activity was organised by Estates Management Office, and had 
received good support from the campus community.   Over these years, more than 100 divers had taken part in this event. The participants included faculty, staff, students and family members. Their common goal was to 
make the campus a better place to work, live and study.

"Clean Our Coastline 2006" took place on Saturday, 13 May. A total of 16 divers stepped forward to dive for cleaning the seabed along our coastline. This year the event was supported by Safety and Environmental Protection 
Office who sponsored the rental of a boat for safeguarding the perimeter of the diving area, and for providing necessary assistance to the divers throughout the activity. Within an hour, a lot of bottles, cans, forks, plastic bags 
and even a very large fishing net were picked up by the volunteers. All divers treasured this opportunity to enjoy diving and at the same time help better the campus environment that we all care about. Many of them said that 
they would come back again next year to dive for "garbage"!

This article is contributed by Albert Lam of EMO.
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