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Abstract: Since its emergence in South East Asia in 2003, Highly Pathogenic Avian 

Influenza (HPAI) A/H5N1 has reportedly caused outbreaks in poultry and/or wild birds in 

62 countries, of which 24 were in Europe. Interestingly, out of the many genetic clades 

circulating in Asia, the westward spread of HPAI A/H5N1 to Central Asia, the Middle East, 

Europe and Africa was dominated by one single clade, namely clade 2.2. In this paper, we 

review and update through phylogenetic and gene migrational analysis the information 

concerning the evolution and the molecular epidemiology of HPAI A/H5N1 on the 

European continent. 
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1. Introduction 

The highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) virus belonging to the A/H5N1 subtype was detected 

for the first time in geese in Guangdong province of China in 1996 [1]. Since then, this virus spread 

significantly in terms of hosts and geography. HPAI A/H5N1 has been described in a wide variety of 

species which were not before considered as susceptible species for the highly pathogenic form of the 

disease, including wild and domestic waterfowl and mammals, such as humans, felines, dogs, civets, 

mink and stone marten. In 1996-1997 the circulation of this virus appeared to be limited to poultry in 

South Eastern China and Hong Kong at the farm level or in live bird markets. However, in 1997 the 

first avian to human transmission of HPAI A/H5N1 virus was detected in Hong Kong causing 18 

cases, of which six were fatal [2]. In spite of the strict control measures taken the virus persisted and 
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evolved in the region causing several outbreaks in poultry, wild birds and humans [3–4] between 2001 

and 2003. The appearance of several distinct genotypes through multiple reassortment events [5] was a 

natural consequence of extensive circulation of the virus. A dominant reassorted genotype, named 

genotype Z [6], emerged at an unprecedently wide geographical scale in late 2003. Recent studies 

indicate that this genotype probably originated in China in late 1999 or early 2000 [7]. These viruses 

continued to evolve, such that Z genotype viruses revealed genetic and antigenic differences and based 

on the current nomenclature [8], they are now distributed into several distinct genetic clades [7]. From 

December 2003 to February 2004, HPAI A/H5N1 outbreaks were almost simultaneously detected in 

Far East Asia, namely the Republic of Korea, Thailand, Japan, Cambodia, Lao PDR and Indonesia [4], 

mainly in poultry, but also in some wild birds, felines and humans.  

The observations and the studies carried out on this virus since its emergence have raised immediate 

concerns about its devastating impact on the poultry economy and, above all, on the serious veterinary 

and public health implications. Nevertheless, for about eight years (1997–2004) this infection was 

perceived as a major problem for Eastern Asian countries only and most of the control efforts, 

surveillance programs and research investigations focussed on this area of the globe. 

This scenario dramatically changed in April 2005, when HPAI A/H5N1 virus was demonstrated to 

be the cause of the massive mortality registered in wild birds that had congregated at Qinghai Lake in 

North-Western China [9]. A few months later (July 2005) the virus appeared in Russian Siberia and 

Kazakhstan [10], moving westward and reaching Central Asia, the Middle East, Europe and Africa 

within a few months [11]. 

Since its re-emergence in 2003, HPAI A/H5N1 has been reported as causing outbreaks in poultry 

and/or wild birds in 62 countries on three continents of which 24 are located in Europe [12]. 

Concurrently, the number of cases in humans increased both in the originally infected Asian countries, 

such as China and Indonesia and in the newly infected areas of Asia and Africa. To date, none of the 

438 registered human cases have come from the European continent [13].  

The aim of the present paper is to review and update the information concerning the evolution and 

the molecular epidemiology of HPAI A/H5N1 with particular reference to the European continent. 

2. The emergence of divergent genetic clades 

As for other type A influenza viruses, HPAI A/H5N1 has an impressive capacity of mutating and 

evolving over time, changing its genetic and antigenic characteristics. The prolonged and continuing 

circulation of HPAI A/H5N1 in different geographical areas and hosts has led to an increase in the 

number of isolates which have been genetically sequenced. As a consequence, several distinct genetic 

groups or clades have been identified. Initially, these clades were distinguished by names or codes 

given by the single research team that described them first, creating some confusion in the 

interpretation of the molecular epidemiology of this virus. In 2008, under the auspices of the 

WHO/OIE/FAO, a review of the clade definition aiming at a unified nomenclature was launched [8]. 

The system is based on the genetic characterization and sequence homology of the hemagglutinin 

(HA) gene and clades are identified according to well defined criteria. Clades are coded by Arabic 

numbering (e.g. clade 1; clade 2; etc.) [8]. However, since HPAI A/H5N1 continues to evolve, new 

virus clades are expected to emerge periodically. These new clades are defined, according to the same 
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specific criteria, as second or third order clades and assigned a numerical address which links them to 

their original clade number (e.g. clade 2.2 or clade 2.3.1). In addition, distinct genetic clusters may 

emerge that do not meet the defined criteria for clade designation, at least at their initial stage of 

evolution. Even though these genetic clusters can provide important information related to the 

epidemiology of the virus and its evolution, they should not be identified with the same numerical 

address system described above until that sublineage has met each of the specific criteria for HA clade 

definition. This should avoid confusion and overlapping nomenclature [14].  

To date, ten first order clades have been identified, numbered from 0 to 9. Clade descriptions have 

been provided in previous publications [8–14]. 

Interestingly, of the many clades circulating in Asia, the westward spread of HPAI A/H5N1 from 

East Asia to Central Asia, the Middle East, Europe and Africa between 2005-2008 was dominated by 

one single clade, namely clade 2.2, or the EMA (Europe-Middle East-Africa) clade as initially 

identified [11]. The prototypes of clade 2.2 were the viruses responsible for the massive mortality of 

wild birds registered in April/May 2005 at Qinghai lake [13], where more than 6,000 wild birds died, 

mainly bar-headed geese (Anser indica) [9]. The HPAI A/H5N1 viruses responsible for this outbreak 

in 2005 exhibited a certain degree of genetic heterogenicity and at least four distinct genotypes (A to 

D) were identified [9]. Over time, clade 2.2 has further diversified. A third order clade, denominated 

clade 2.2.1 [14], and three distinct genetic sublineages, namely 2.2 sublineage I, II and III [15] can 

now be distinguished. 

3. The westward spread of clade 2.2 

In July and August 2005, clade 2.2 viruses were detected in small, rural poultry flocks in Western 

Siberia (Novosibirsk region) and Kazakhstan and in wild birds in Mongolia [3,4,9,16]. These viruses 

were reported as being closely related to the viruses responsible for the Qinghai lake outbreak [9–17]. 

The infection then moved further west within Russia [18] and, to date, a total of 149 outbreaks in 

poultry plus other cases in wild birds have been notified in the Russian Federation [12]. During 

October 2005, the HPAI A/H5N1 virus was reported in a turkey farm in Western Turkey and in 

backyard poultry in the Danube delta, Romania, almost simultaneously [19–20]. Croatia was the first 

Central European country to register an HPAI A/H5N1 outbreak in wild birds [mute swans (Cygnus 

olor)], on the 21 October 2005 while in December 2005, the Ukraine reported cases in poultry. Prior to 

2006 Western Europe had only experienced two HPAI A/H5N1 introductions which were through the 

illegal and legal importation of birds from Eastern Asia to Belgium and the United Kingdom, in 2004 

and 2005 respectively [21–22]. These cases, caused by viruses not belonging to clade 2.2, were 

immediately detected and contained at the EU border with no serious consequences. From the 

beginning of 2006, infected wild birds, mainly swans, were detected in an increasing number of 

European countries, from East to West, North to South. During the same period of time (i.e., the end of 

2005/beginning of 2006) HPAI A/H5N1 clade 2.2 virus was also notified in wild birds and/or poultry 

in Middle Eastern countries and in Africa [12]. 

In Europe, the HPAI A/H5N1 infection was largely confined to the wild bird population and only 

13/24 infected European countries reported the presence of the virus in poultry, in either backyards or 
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commercial flocks. In many instances the infection of poultry was limited to one to 10 outbreaks, with 

the exception of Russia, Romania and the Ukraine (Table 1) [12]. 

Table 1. Countries reporting HPAI A/H5N1 outbreaks in poultry and wild birds on the 

European continent: January 2004 to June 2009. 

Country Animal category No. outbreaks 

in poultry** 

Albania Poultry  3 

Austria Wild birds  

Belgium Wild birds (illegal trade)  

Bosnia Herzegovina Wild birds   

Bulgaria Wild birds   

Croatia Wild birds   

Czech Republic Poultry; Wild birds  4 

Denmark Poultry; Wild birds  1 

France Poultry ; Wild birds  1 

Germany Poultry; Wild birds  8 

Greece Wild birds  

Hungary Poultry; Wild birds  9 

Italy Wild birds  

Poland Poultry; Wild birds  10 

Romania Poultry; Wild birds  163 

Russia Poultry; Wild birds  149 

Serbia & Montenegro Poultry; Wild birds  1 

Slovakia Wild birds  

Slovenia Wild birds  

Spain Wild birds  

Sweden Poultry; Wild birds  1 

Switzerland Wild birds  

Ukraine Poultry; Wild birds  42 

United Kingdom Poultry; Wild birds  3 

**According to OIE report (www.oie.int; accessed 22/7/2009). 

 

4. Genetic diversity of HPAI A/H5N1 viruses in Europe 

In Europe, the reporting of cases in wild birds and, more sporadically, in poultry continued 

throughout 2006 and 2007 (Table 1). Outbreaks apparently declined in 2008 and during 2009, with the 

last incursion of the virus detected in wild birds in Germany (Bavaria, March 2009) and Eastern Russia 

(Tyva Republic, June 2009). 

The global spread of HPAI A/H5N1 and the related concerns about its devastating potential on 

economy and public health, prompted the development of initiatives aiming to share knowledge and 
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data on this virus. These included the submission of virus gene sequences in public databases [23] 

under the auspices of many international organizations such as WHO/FAO/OIE and the publication of 

several reports on this virus worldwide, in some cases in open access scientific journals. 

This situation is well reflected in Europe, where complete or partial virus genetic data [at least 

concerning the major antigenic and virulence determinant, i.e., the hemagglutinin (HA)] are available 

in the public domain for 19 out of 24 countries that have experienced HPAI A/H5N1 cases (GenBank, 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/, accessed 22 July 2009; GISAID http://platform.gisaid.org/, accessed  

4 August 2009). 

At the time of writing, detailed molecular and phylogenetic information concerning HPAI A/H5N1 

in Europe have been published in internationally available scientific journals concerning isolates 

detected in 2004–2007 in Belgium [21], Russia [16–17], Italy, Croatia, Slovenia [11], Denmark [24], 

Germany [25–29], France [30], the Czech Republic and Slovakia [31,32], Great Britain [33], Sweden 

[34], Spain [35]; Switzerland [36] and Hungary [37].  

Based on the above cited reports, in many European countries multiple, distinct introductions of 

clade 2.2 viruses were detected during 2006 and 2007, similar to what has been described for Africa 

[11,15,38]. In fact, the introduction of at least 2 groups of phylogenetically distinguishable clade 2.2 

viruses was evident in 2006 in Germany [26–27], France [30], Sweden [34], Italy [11], the Czech 

Republic [32] and Hungary [37]. An additional genetic distinct lineage, previously detected only in 

Russia and Italy in 2006, was subsequently introduced into Central Europe in 2007, as publications 

from Germany [27], the Czech Republic [32] and Hungary [37] reported. 

5. Updating the molecular epidemiology of HPAI A/H5N1 in Europe 

5.1. Phylogeny 

At present a relevant amount of information concerning HPAI A/H5N1 in Europe is available in the 

public domain. However, data and information are not always provided in a harmonized manner.  

For example, the nomenclature may vary depending on the publication. Similarly, variations in the 

batch of sequences included in the phylogenetic study performed in distinct investigations and in the 

methods applied for their analysis are present. Furthermore, studies conducted to date included 

sequences from 2006 and 2007. At the time of writing, phylogenetic studies on 2008–2009 European 

viruses have not been published. 

With the aim of providing an updated and comprehensive overview on the molecular epidemiology 

of HPAI A/H5N1 in Europe, we have downloaded from the publicly accessible database (GenBank, 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/) and aligned 190 sequences related to the complete HA gene of viruses 

isolated on the European continent from 2004 to 2009. Additionally, 63 representative Asian 

sequences and ten representative African sequences were aligned and phylogenetically compared. 

Maximum likelihood (ML) tree was estimated using the best-fit general time-reversible model (GTR) 

+ I (proportion of invariant site) + γ4 (gamma distribution among site rate variation) model of bases 

substitution using PAUP* [39]. For the purpose of this study, sublineages within clade 2.2 that do not 

meet the established criteria for clade designation are identified according to a paper recently 

published, i.e., clade 2.2 sublineage I, II and III [15]. 
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Figure 1. Maximum likelihood phylogenetic tree of the HA gene of representative H5N1 

avian influenza viruses sampled in Europe, Asia, Africa and the Middle East. Coloured 

rectangles represent three clades (1, 2.2.1 and 2.3.2) and three distinct sublineages of 2.2 

clades (sublineages I, II and III). Bootstrap values (>70) are shown for key nodes. All 

horizontal branch lengths are drawn to a nucleotide substitution per site scale. 
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At the time of writing, genetic sequences of HPAI A/H5N1 viruses representative of all but five 

(Albania, Bosnia Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Greece and Serbia Montenegro) European infected countries 

were available. The number of HA gene representative sequences per country varied from one 

sequence (i.e., Belgium, Croatia, Spain) up to 64 (Germany) and 79 (Russian Federation).  

According to the latest HPAI A/H5N1 nomenclature [14], five major virus genetic clusters can be 

identified in Europe between the period 2004–2009 (Figure 1). As mentioned earlier, the first 

introduction in Europe of HPAI A/H5N1 clade 1, was linked to the illegal importation of a Thai Eagle 

(Spizaetus nipalensis) in Belgium in 2004 [21] and was restricted to this event only. In 2005, an 

incursion of a clade 2.3 virus was identified in the UK [22]. In this case too, the event was isolated and 

occurred at the UK quarantine station in exotic birds imported from Suriname and Taiwan .  

Viruses detected in wild birds and poultry in 2005 in Russia and Romania belonged to three distinct 

clades or sublineages, namely clade 2.2.1, clade 2.2 sublineage I and II. (Table 2). Only viruses 

belonging to clade 2.2 sublineage II were reported in 2005 from wild birds in Croatia (Figure 1,  

Table 2). 

As illustrated in Figure 1 and summarized in Table 2, during 2006 the co-circulation in Europe of 

the three genetic groups that appeared in 2005 is evident for some countries, such as Germany, 

Hungary and Romania, while in other countries only one or two of these sublineages were present; 

confirming previous findings.  

Interestingly, a fourth distinct genetic group (clade 2.2 sublineage III, Table 2) appeared in Europe 

for the first time in 2006 in Russia and Italy and it became predominant in North and Central Europe 

the year after. In 2007, this sublineage was detected in the Czech Republic, France, Germany, 

Romania, Poland, Great Britain and Russia. During the same year, clade 2.2.1 and 2.2 sublineage II 

apparently disappeared from the continent. Clade 2.2 sublineage I also declined, only being notified in 

2 epidemiologically linked outbreaks caused by identical viruses in Hungary and the UK [40]. 

In 2008, five countries reported outbreaks of HPAI A/H5N1 in poultry/wild birds in Europe 

(Germany, Russia, Switzerland, Ukraine, UK) [4–12]. Based on the available sequences, previously 

circulating clades and sublineages disappeared from Europe, with the only exception of clade 2.2 

sublineage III that was responsible for the outbreaks in the UK (Figure 1) and the Ukraine (based on 

the analysis of the two partial sequences of 184 and 248 nucleotides available in GenBank; data not 

shown).  

It is interesting to note that a similar situation was described for Nigeria. In this African country, 

viruses circulating in 2006 and 2007 (clades 2.2.1, 2.2 I and 2.2 II) apparently disappeared, while in 

2008 clade 2.2 sublineage III was detected for the first time [41].  

Sequences available for 2008 in Russia indicate that viruses of clade 2.3.2, commonly circulating in 

Eastern Asia, were involved in the outbreak (Figure 1). Sequences for the remaining two countries 

were not available at the time of writing. 

Focusing on the European continent, at present only Germany and Russia reported cases of HPAI 

A/H5N1 in 2009 in wild birds. Sequences available from viruses isolated in Russia (Tyva Republic) 

indicate the persistence in the wild bird population of the Asian clade 2.3.2 (Figure 1, Table 2). 

Therefore, in the Russian Federation there was no reporting concerning the circulation of clades 2.2 

and 2.2.1 from 2008 to July 2009. 
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Table 2. Genetic diversity of HPAI A/H5N1 in Europe. Only countries whose sequences 

are publicly available are included in this list. 

Country 
Year 

2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
Austria   2.2.1    
Belgium 1      
Croatia  2.2 Sub II     
Czech Republic   2.2.1 2.2 Sub III   
Danimark   2.2 Sub II    
France   2.2 Sub I 2.2 Sub III   
Germany   2.2 Sub I 

2.2 Sub II 
2.2.1 

2.2 Sub III   

Hungary   2.2 Sub I 
2.2 Sub II 
2.2.1 

2.2 Sub I   

Italy   2.2.1 
2.2 Sub III 

   

Romania  2.2.1 
2.2 Sub I 
2.2 Sub II 

2.2.1 
2.2 Sub I 
2.2 Sub II 

2.2 Sub III   

Russia  2.2 Sub I 
2.2 Sub II 
2.2.1 

2.2 Sub III 2.2 Sub III 2.3.2 2.3.2 

Slovakia   2.2.1    
Slovenia   2.2.1 

2.2 Sub I 
   

Sweden   2.2 Sub II 
2.2.1 

   

Switzerland   2.2 Sub I    
Ukraine  2.2 

(undefined 
sublineage) 

  2.2 Sub III  

UK   2.2 Sub II 2.2 Sub I 
2.2 Sub III 

2.2 Sub III  

Polonia   2.2 Sub II 2.2 Sub III   
Spain   2.2.1    

 

5.2. Spatial migration of H5N1 virus in Europe 

As indicated by the phylogenetic analysis, A/H5N1 viruses collected from 19 European countries 

are thoroughly interspersed in the ML tree inferred for the HA gene (Figure 1), indicating widespread 

viral gene flow throughout Europe. 

Migration among geographic regions was inferred for the HA gene using a parsimony based method 

[42] on the ML tree using the program PAUP* [39] using the approach described in previous 
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publications [43]. In this analysis isolates were classified according to the state from which they 

originated. 

Russia, Romania, Germany/Denmark and Hungary/Slovakia served as the largest sources for the 

spread of the H5 gene in Europe. In particular migration events were observed from Russia to the 

Ukraine and Italy; from Romania to Russia, Hungary, Slovakia, Croatia, Slovenia, Austria; from 

Germany/Denmark to Sweden, France, Switzerland, the Czech Republic and the UK; from 

Hungary/Slovakia to the Czech Republic and Germany (data not shown). This result suggests that 

migration occurs predominantly from one given country or area to the adjacent geographic regions and 

mainly from east to west. In some instances, e.g. Russia and Romania, gene movements in the opposite 

direction can also be observed as well as “in and out” gene migrations in Northern and Central 

European countries, such as Denmark, Germany and Hungary and the Czech Republic, probably 

through migratory birds as also indicated in previous studies [24,25,27,31,37,44].  

On a continental scale, gene flow was revealed from Asia (we considered primarily the Middle East 

and Central Asia) to Russia, from Romania to Africa and in the opposite direction, therefore 

confirming the occurrence of relevant gene movement in opposite directions among the three 

continents.  

6. Conclusions 

The results illustrated in the last section of this paper derive from the analysis of virtually all the 

publicly available sequences of HPAI A/H5N1 from Europe and therefore can be considered 

comprehensive.  

However, they are not complete and therefore not definitive due to the unavailability of virus 

sequences from some infected countries or to the under representation of sequences deposited from 

certain countries (for example, Turkey or the Ukraine) which could have played a crucial role in the 

epidemiology and evolution of HPAI A/H5N1 in Europe. 

Nevertheless, some key issues and relevant results from this paper can be highlighted and 

discussed. For the first time since 2007 [11], the phylogeny and the evolution of HPAI A/H5N1 in 

Europe has been reviewed and revisited with a comprehensive approach in an attempt to harmonize the 

results derived by the several, valuable scientific papers published previously and listed in this paper. 

Furthermore, spatial gene migration analysis was for the first time applied on European sequences to 

better understand virus circulation on this continent and to determine the origin of the viruses entering 

Europe.  

Unequivocally, as already described singularly for specific countries, we showed that genetically 

distinguishable HPAI A/H5N1 viruses belonging to the main clade 2.2 were introduced into Europe in 

2005–2006 and co-circulated. In this period the viruses spread from East to West, following the main 

flow originating in North-Western China and Central Asia. Although genetic diversity of clade 2.2 can 

be traced back to the first outbreak at Qinghai lake in April 2005 [9], our findings highlight the 

significant role of the Russian territory and perhaps other Eastern European countries as the source of 

the majority of the early viruses spreading into the rest of Europe.  

The spatial migration analysis presented herein indicates gene movements from Russia and 

Romania into other European countries but also in the opposite direction and within Central/Northern 
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Europe. Coupling the data emerging from the phylogenetic and migrational analysis to the time of 

events, the trade restrictions imposed at the EU borders and within EU member states and to the type 

and number of outbreaks that occurred in many European countries, the role of wild birds in the 

introduction and spread of this virus in Europe becomes relevant, with some documented exceptions 

[21–22]. Also, indications of discrete gene movements from Russia to Asia and particularly from 

Africa to Europe support the hypothesis of virus gene movements linked to wild birds migrations. This 

is in agreement with previous findings concerning Europe [44] and, more recently, Africa [15]. 

Interestingly, based on the sequences available and included in this study it seems that clade 2.2 is 

disappearing from Europe, with only two documented outbreaks occurring in 2008 caused by 2.2 

sublineage III, similarly to what has been described for Nigeria in the same year [41]. 

However, the recent outbreaks of HPAI A/H5N1 in wild birds registered in Mongolia and in the 

Tyva Republic (close to Mongolia and Kazakhstan) in May-August 2009 demonstrated the 

perpetuation of the viruses in these area and in the wild bird population, mimicking the situation 

described in 2005. Whether clade 2.3.2 viruses responsible for these outbreaks in Central Asia, at least 

based on the sequences so far deposited, will spread to Europe through migrating wild birds is difficult 

to predict and probably will depend on several ecological factors and environmental conditions. 

Certainly, continuous monitoring of the field situation and of the virus evolution will be essential to 

reveal the introduction of the infection and to control it at the very initial stage, preventing economic 

losses and public health hazards. However, this is possible only through the continuous support of the 

veterinary and public health services and transparent sharing of information and data.  
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