West Nile Virus Cases Surging in California’s Bay Area
by Jeremy Thomas
Oct. 19, 2014: Livermore, California - In the midst of a historic drought, public health officials are searching for clues as to why cases of West Nile virus have exploded statewide since last year, making this season the worst for human infections in California since 2005.  
The surge in mosquitoes found carrying the virus in 2014 has not only reached unprecedented levels, it's also creating headaches for local vector and mosquito control districts, which are pushing hard to kill the disease-carrying pests and their larvae.
In Santa Clara County, where more than 1/3 of the state's entire count of West Nile-positive birds have been found, fogging operations for mosquitoes have hit an all-time high, as have the number of human cases.  Alameda County's Mosquito Abatement District, too, is pulling out all the stops to quell concentrations of infected mosquitoes in otherwise water-starved areas.  In Contra Costa County, the Mosquito and Vector Control District sprayed for adult mosquitoes 14 times between April and September.
Over the summer, the Santa Clara County Vector Control District found up to 1 in 20 mosquitoes infected with West Nile in the area, acting manager Russ Parman said.  "It's been an absolutely incredible season," Parman said.  "It's been off the charts."  
Originally discovered in Africa, West Nile virus was first detected in the eastern United States in 1999.  Since then, the mosquito-borne disease has spread throughout the country and is well established in most states, including California.
This year, the proportion of mosquitoes infected with the virus statewide is at the highest level ever detected, according to the California Department of Public Health.  Statewide, 562 human cases of West Nile have been reported as of Tuesday, more than twice the number from a year ago.  The state has also confirmed 17 deaths related to the virus so far, up from 15 in all of 2013.
The numbers are concerning to state public health officials, who say it could be linked to a range of factors, including climate, the number and types of birds and mosquitoes in an area, the level of immunity in birds, and the drought.
"It is possible that the drought has accelerated West Nile virus infections, by creating more limited sources of water for birds and mosquitoes," said Dr. Gil Chavez, state epidemiologist and deputy director of the California Department of Public Health.  "Thus, as birds and mosquitoes seek water, they are coming into closer contact and amplifying the virus....  In addition, the lack of water can cause some sources of water to stagnate, thus making the water sources more attractive for mosquitoes to lay eggs."
Livermore, where 80 of Alameda County's 92 West Nile-positive birds have been found, has been the focus of the county's eradication efforts.  For the first time, the district has fogged from trucks to kill adult mosquitoes and deployed technicians to go door to door, said Chindi Peavey, general manager of the Alameda County Mosquito Abatement District.
Technician Tom McMahon has been on the hunt in a Livermore neighborhood near Bruno Canziani Park, searching backyards for standing water in fish ponds, unkempt swimming pools, buckets or dinner plates left under flowerpots -- the mosquito's most common breeding grounds.
Despite these efforts, West Nile-infected mosquito counts have risen, even in the previously fogged areas.  The 15 pools of mosquitoes they've trapped and confirmed as carriers, Peavey said, are an extraordinary number for the area.
"Our fear is that if we don't do something like this, somebody is going to come down with West Nile," Peavey said.
For most people, the risk of serious illness from West Nile is low, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.  About 80% of infected persons won't show any symptoms, but 20% will come down with fever, body aches or other flu-like signs.  In about 1% of the population, the disease can develop into a serious neurological illness, such as meningitis or encephalitis.  West Nile has no cure or known treatment.
No human cases have been reported in Alameda County, but Contra Costa County officials have confirmed 5 human cases in 2014, all with the most severe form of the disease -- the neural-invasive type.  3 of the cases were reported Oct. 10.
Santa Clara County has had a dozen people contract West Nile, already more than twice the county's high of 5 set in 2005.  4 came down with the most serious type of infection, leading health officials to estimate the number of unreported human cases to be as many as 600.  "This is the most we've ever had by a long shot," said Santa Clara County Public Health Officer Dr. Sara Cody.  "What's surprising, though, is that we haven't seen more human cases, given the activity of birds and mosquitoes."
The county, by a significant margin, has exceeded all others in the state in the number of birds that have died from West Nile.  At 888, the figure is more than 1/3 of the state's total.  As bad as the season has been, Cody said the efforts of the county's vector control district have prevented human infections from being worse.
Since May, the district has fogged for adult mosquitoes 19 times -- smashing another record -- over a 60-square-mile area covering parts of San Jose, Cupertino, Santa Clara, Sunnyvale and Mountain View.
The good news, Parman says, is that the end of the season is near.  Dead bird counts are dwindling, and so are the positive mosquito counts.  However, he expects the virus to show up in more people through the fall.  "We're still not out of the danger zone," he said.	
Fight the Bite
The California Department of Public Health recommends that individuals prevent exposure to mosquito bites and West Nile virus by practicing the "Three D’s”.
DEET: Apply insect repellent containing DEET, picaradin, oil of lemon eucalyptus or IR3535.
Dawn and dusk: Wear protective clothing and repellent, if outside during the dawn and dusk hours.  Ensure doors and windows have tight-fitting screens.  Repair or replace screens with tears or holes.  
Drain: Eliminate all sources of standing water on your property, including flower pots, old car tires and buckets.  If you know of a swimming pool that is not being properly maintained, contact your local mosquito and vector control agency.  
For more information on West Nile virus, and how to protect against disease, visit the state's West Nile virus information page at www.westnile.ca.gov/.  The Alameda County Mosquito Abatement District also provides free assessments and eradication if needed.  To find out more or to report a dead bird or standing water breeding mosquitoes, visit www.mosquitoes.org.
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