Reducing and Preventing Infection of West Nile Virus to Outdoor Workers

Auburn, Sept. 25, 2003 --- With a growing number of people across the nation falling victim to the potentially fatal West Nile virus, workers who spend a lot of time outdoors need to take special precautions to protect themselves.

The West Nile virus is transmitted through bites from infected mosquitoes, says Dr. Jesse LaPrade, Environmental and Farm Safety Specialist with the Alabama Cooperative Extension System.

Birds serve as the primary reservoir for the virus, he says.  So far, 55 counties in Alabama have confirmed having infected birds.  As of September 13, 10 Alabama counties had confirmed 19 human cases of the virus.

Dr. LaPrade offers the following recommendations to outdoor workers to protect themselves from acquiring the virus. These recommendations should be particularly helpful to Alabama farmers and farm workers.

These recommendations are suggested by the National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH).

· When possible, employers should avoid scheduling outdoor work when mosquitoes are most active during the day, especially in weedy, brushy, wooded or shaded areas.

· Weedy, brushy, wooded or shaded areas should generally be avoided when possible, since mosquitoes may be active in those settings even during the day.

· Employers should eliminate sources of stagnant water, which serve as breeding grounds for mosquitoes.  Sources of stagnant water can be eliminated by turning over, covering, or removing such equipment as barrels, buckets and wheelbarrows, by discarding items such as tires, cans and containers, and by cleaning out rain gutters and ditches.

· If work is performed in areas where mosquitoes may be biting, workers should wear long-sleeved shirts, long pants and socks when possible.  They should also spray their clothing and exposed skin with repellants, following the directions on the label.

NIOSH's recommendations, along with further information on risk factors and resources, are available at http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/westnile.

