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West Nile Virus—General Information
What is West Nile virus?
West Nile virus (WNV) is a virus that is found in wild
birds and carried by mosquitoes. It was first identified in
the province of West Nile, Uganda in 1937. Since then it
has been identified in Egypt, Asia, Israel, South Africa,
parts of Europe and Australia. In 1999, it was present in
the United States for the first time, and in the summer of
2001 was discovered in birds in southern Ontario,
including Halton. In 2002 human cases were first
identified in Canada, including Halton.
How is West Nile virus spread?
Mosquitoes become infected with West Nile virus when
they feed on the blood of infected birds. The virus is
carried in the mosquito’s salivary glands. An infected
mosquito can then transmit WNV to humans and animals
through its bite. The virus is not known to spread from
person-to–person contact such as touching, kissing, or
caring for someone who is infected. Other modes of
transmission are being investigated.
Who is at risk and what are the symptoms?
People of all ages can be infected with West Nile virus and
some will have severe illness. Of those who are infected,
80% have no symptoms. Almost 20% of those infected
will have West Nile fever, which consists of fever,
headache, muscle ache, and rash. The most serious
illnesses are encephalitis and meningitis, which occur in 1
in 150 infections.
Anyone who is infected with WNV can have severe
illness. However, the risk of severe illness increases with
age. Also, those with chronic diseases or weakened
immune systems are at greater risk for severe illness.

How is West Nile virus treated?
There is no specific treatment or vaccine against West Nile
virus. Only the symptoms and complications can be
treated. Most people recover from an infection.
How can I protect myself and my family from
mosquito bites?
Wear long-sleeved shirts, long pants, socks and shoes
when outdoors in the evening or early morning. Using an
insect repellent can also help you to avoid mosquito bites.
For more detailed information on protection please refer to
the Health Department fact sheets, How to Protect
Yourself and Your Family from Mosquito Bites and Insect
Repellents.
What can I do to reduce mosquitoes from
breeding around my home?
Remove or change all standing water around your home
(i.e., turn over or throw out containers that hold water,
change water in birdbaths weekly) to reduce potential
mosquito breeding areas. For more detailed information
on mosquito breeding sites, please refer to the Health
Department fact sheet, Reducing Mosquito Breeding Sites.
For standing water on public property, contact the Health
Department or your local Public Works Department.
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For more information, contact
Halton Region
Dial 311 or 905-825-6000
1-866-4HALTON (1-866-442-5866)
TTY 905-827-9833
www.halton.ca/wnv

