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Avian flu behind mass skua die-off
in Antarctica, scientists say

News brief | February 6, 2026
Mary Van Beusekom, MS

Topics: Avian Influenza (Bird Flu)

1:

More than 50 skuas (gull relatives) died of
highly pathogenic H5N1 avian flu in 2023
and 2024 in Antarctica, the first
documented wildlife die-off from the virus
on that continent, per an Erasmus
University-led study published in Scientific
Reports.
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The researchers describe the deaths, which
occurred in the summers of 2023 and 2024
in a skua breeding colony at one of 10 sites
in Antarctica they visited as part of a
research expedition in March 2024. Skuas
are scavenging seabirds that live primarily
in polar and subpolar regions.

The team surveyed wildlife at the South
Shetland Islands, northern Weddell Sea,
and Antarctic Peninsula, collecting tissue
samples, performing post-mortem exams,
and gathering environmental samples.
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While H5N1 has been circulating in Antarctica since 2023, “this is the first study to show they died of the
viral infection,” co-senior author Ralph Vanstreels, DVM, PhD, of the University of California Davis, said in a
university news release.

‘If nobody is watching, we won’t know what is happening’

H5N1 was detected at three sites and diagnosed as the cause of death of nearly all dead skuas at Beak
Island. The birds rapidly died of multi-organ necrosis (tissue death). The virus didn't kill other examined
species such as penguins or fur seals.

66 We let the virus slip out through our fingers when it first
emerged in the poultry industry. 29

— Thijs Kuiken, DVM, PhD

The same H5N1 strain decimating Antarctic skuas has killed sea lions in Argentina and Chile and more
than 400 million poultry around the world. It has also infected people, cows, mink, foxes, and other
mammals.

“We let the virus slip out through our fingers when it first emerged in the poultry industry,” senior author
Thijs Kuiken, DVM, PhD, of Erasmus University, said. “Once it got into wild bird populations, we lost ability
to control this virus. Now it's established in wild bird populations in all the continental regions of the world
except Oceania.”

The researchers say avian flu adds to the stressors affecting wildlife in Antarctica, which include climate
change and increased tourism, and requires further surveillance.

“Everything points toward this virus spreading further,” Kuiken said. “If nobody is watching, we won't know
what is happening.”

US allocates $5.9 billion for global
HIV programs in spending bill

News brief | February 6, 2026

Laine Bergeson
Topics: HIV/AIDS

This week, President Donald Trump
signed into law a $5.9 billion
spending package aimed at
supporting the global response to
HIV/AIDS and global public health.
The signing of the appropriations
bill was hailed by the Joint United
Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS
(UNAIDS) as providing life-saving
support for millions of people
across the globe.

“l thank President Trump and the US

Congress for their continued

nitol00 / iStock commitment to HIV and global
health,” UNAIDS Executive Director

Winnie Byanyima, MS, said in a press release. The investment will “help to ensure that the global HIV

response remains efficient, data-driven and delivers results.”

The bill allocates $4.6 billion for HIV support through the America First Global Health Strategy; $1.3 billion
for the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria; and $45 million directly to UNAIDS.

Debate about US role in global health funding

US investment has been central to decades of progress in combating HIV/AIDS across the globe, according
to UNAIDS, and the 2026 investment will help advance UNAIDS’ goal of ending AIDS as a public health
threat by 2030. The United States has partnered with UNAIDS since its founding in 1996, and it recently
renewed its membership in the UNAIDS Programme Coordinating Board through 2028.
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The new spending package comes amid broader debates over the US role in global health funding. Last
spring, the US House of Representatives allocated $9.4 billion for global health programs as part of a more
than $1 trillion spending package, signaling bipartisan support for investing in global health even as total
allocations remain lower than previous years and despite the Trump administration’s proposed cuts to
global spending.

Of the $9.4 billion designated for global health programs, roughly $5.9 billion will be directed to HIV/AIDS
programs, including $1.3 billion for the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria; $45 million for
UNAIDS; and $4.6 billion for the President’'s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), the flagship US
program founded in 2003. These numbers represent $200 million more for PEPFAR this year, but a $400
million decrease (24%) for the Global Fund from 2025.
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] Emerging bat virus found in stored throat
swabs from 5 patients with suspected Nipah
virus infection

The discovery of Pteropine orthoreovirus raises the concern that dangerous bat
viruses may be silently co-circulating with Nipah virus.

Mary Van Beusekom | February 2, 2026

2 New review highlights growing evidence that
diabetes drug metformin can prevent long
COVID

The low-cost drug may lower the risk of clinician-diagnosed long COVID by 40% to
60%.

Laine Bergeson | February 3, 2026

3 South Carolina measles outbreak hits 876 with 29 new cases

Among confirmed cases, 800 case-patients are unvaccinated against measles.
Stephanie Soucheray | February 3, 2026

4 Campus measles outbreak grows in Florida

Florida has the fourth most measles cases so far in 2026, with 21 confirmed.
Stephanie Soucheray | February 5, 2026

5 US measles total grows by 145 as South
Carolina outbreak hits 920 cases

Among US measles patients, 95% are unvaccinated or have an unknown vaccine
status, compared with 4% who are fully vaccinated.

Jim Wappes | February 6, 2026

6 The State of US Vaccine Policy

A new recurring feature in collaboration with Unbiased Science lays out in an easy-
to-skim format the latest vaccine developments.

Jess Steier, DrPH, Izzy Brandstetter Figueroa, MPH, Aimee Pugh Bernard, PhD, Elana Pearl Ben-
Joseph, MD, MPH | February 5, 2026

7 Long-COVID symptoms persist for years in nonhospitalized
adults, study reveals

Adults who were physically active before COVID infection still had impairments years later.
Laine Bergeson | February 3, 2026

&8 New Mexico warns raw milk linked to infant
death, while FDA announces new testing of
baby formula

Pregnant women, young children, and the elderly are especially susceptible to
severe Listeria infections.

Stephanie Soucheray | February 4, 2026

0 Estimated effectiveness of this season’s flu
vaccine against medically attended illness in
low to mid range

The vaccine is 40% against medically attended infection with influenza A(H3N2)
viruses, 37% against subclade K of the H3N2 strain, and 31% against H1N1
influenza A.

Mary Van Beusekom | February 6, 2026

10O 2024-25 COVID vaccine 80% effective against
death, CDC estimates

Efficacy was similar against the SARS-CoV-2 KP.3.1.1 and XEC variants.
Mary Van Beusekom | February 4, 2026

OUR UNDERWRITERS

UNRESTRICTED FINANCIAL SUPPORT PROVIDED BY

Principal Underwriter

Supporting Supporting
Leading Underwriter Major Underwriter Underwriter Underwriter

BECOME AN UNDERWRITER

Help make CIDRAP's vital work possible

HOME EDITORIAL POLICY SEARCH NEWS

Contact Us NEWSLETTER SUBSCRIBE

CIDRAP - Center for Infectious Disease Research & Policy
Research and Innovation Office, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN

EMAIL US

© 2026 Regents of the University of Minnesota. All rights Reserved.
The University of Minnesota is an equal opportunity educator and employer

Research and Innovation Office | Contact U of M | Privacy Policy

Get CIDRAP updates


https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/editorial-policy
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/search
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/cidrap-facebook
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/cidrap-twitter
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/cidrap-bluesky
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/cidrap-youtube
https://www.linkedin.com/company/center-for-infectious-disease-research-and-policy-cidrap-?original_referer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.google.com%2F
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/rss-feeds
https://research.umn.edu/
http://www.umn.edu/twincities/contact/
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/privacy-policy
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/laine-bergeson
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/hivaids
https://www.unaids.org/en/resources/presscentre/pressreleaseandstatementarchive/2026/february/20260205_funding
https://healthpolicy-watch.news/9-42-billion-for-global-health-as-us-foreign-aid-bill-passes/
https://bentsonfoundation.org/
https://www.unorthodoxphilanthropy.org/
https://www.3m.com/
https://www.gilead.com/
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/mary-van-beusekom-ms
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/avian-influenza-bird-flu
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-025-34736-3
https://www.eurekalert.org/news-releases/1115389
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/avian-influenza-bird-flu/quick-takes-avian-flu-argentina-sea-lions-h5n1-russian-poultry-h1n2v-flu
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/search?type%5Bscan%5D=scan&sort_by=date
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/avian-influenza-bird-flu/more-avian-flu-outbreaks-pennsylvania-colorado
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/influenza-vaccines/new-analysis-links-flu-vaccination-18-lower-odds-heart-attack
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/measles/measles-exposures-reported-dc-disneyland-virus-activity-drops-europe
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/hepatitis/lawmakers-want-answers-cdc-funded-hepatitis-b-vaccine-trial-africa
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/influenza-general/cdc-s-fluview-shows-8-more-pediatric-deaths-flu-activity-drops
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/antimicrobial-stewardship/carb-x-funds-development-rapid-test-typhoid-fever
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/misc-emerging-topics/emerging-bat-virus-found-stored-throat-swabs-5-patients-suspected-nipah-virus
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/covid-19/new-review-highlights-growing-evidence-diabetes-drug-metformin-can-prevent-long-covid
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/south-carolina-measles-outbreak-hits-876-29-new-cases
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/measles/campus-measles-outbreak-grows-florida
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/measles/us-measles-total-grows-145-south-carolina-outbreak-hits-920-cases
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/adult-non-flu-vaccines/state-us-vaccine-policy
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/covid-19/long-covid-symptoms-persist-years-nonhospitalized-adults-study-reveals
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/listeria/new-mexico-warns-raw-milk-linked-infant-death-while-fda-announces-new-testing-baby-formula
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/influenza-vaccines/estimated-effectiveness-season-s-flu-vaccine-against-medically-attended-illness
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/covid-19/2024-25-covid-vaccine-80-effective-against-death-cdc-estimates
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/support-cidrap
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/support
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/contact-us
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/newsletter
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/newsletter
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/
https://www.cidrap.umn.edu/support

