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West Nile Virus 
West Nile Virus (WNV) was first identified in North America in New York City in 1999, although it 
has been known in Africa since 1937. Since then, it has been identified in most other areas of the 
U.S. and parts of Canada. In Manitoba, WNV was first detected in the summer of 2002.  One can 
expect that WNV will be present in the mosquito population every summer. Therefore, the virus will 
continue to pose a risk to human health.  

Virus transmission 
WNV is transmitted by mosquitoes to birds and other animals through the mosquito bite. WNV 
normally cycles between mosquitoes and birds, but if a person or animal is bitten, the virus may be 
transmitted to them. A very small proportion of cases have involved person-to-person transmission 
through blood and organ donation, lab exposure, pregnancy, delivery and breast feeding. 
However, there is no evidence to indicate the virus is transmitted through casual contact. Blood 
and organ donations are typically screened for the virus as a preventive measure. Caution should 
be exercised in handling infected birds and other animals. 

Symptoms of infection 
Most human WNV infections cause either no symptoms or a mild flu-like illness that may include 
symptoms such as fever, fatigue, headache and muscle or joint pain. The most severely affected 
patients (less than 1%) may develop an inflammation of the brain (encephalitis) or membranes of 
the brain (meningitis). Symptoms of severe infection include high fever, stiff neck, disorientation, 
tremors, muscle weakness and paralysis. People over 50 years of age and those with weakened 
immune systems are at higher risk of severe illness following infection. The incubation time – the 
period from mosquito bite to clinical symptoms – is reported to be from 2 to 15 days. 
 
Workers at risk 
Workers at risk include those working outdoors when mosquitoes are actively biting. This includes 
farmers, foresters, biologists, roofers, painters, pavers, landscapers, construction workers and any 
other individuals who spend a significant amount of time working outdoors. Mosquitoes most often 
bite in areas with weeds, tall grass and bushes, and between dusk and dawn.  
 
Problem work environments 
Mosquitoes may reproduce in any puddle or water that stands for more than four days. Workers 
near such areas as stagnant pools, ponds, watering troughs, irrigation ditches, rain barrels and 
manure lagoons are at greater risk. Equipment such as tarps, buckets, barrels and wheelbarrows 
may allow mosquito larvae to develop if water accumulates in them. Even water-filled ruts on the 
ground attract mosquitoes. 
 

Worksite control measures 
A number of actions can be taken to control risk: 

 
• When possible, schedule work to avoid being outdoors when mosquitoes are most active 

and biting. 

(see over) 
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• Eliminate as many sources of standing water as possible: 

o Prevent stagnant water in ponds and other standing bodies of water by changing the 
water every few days or aerating it. 

o Turn over, cover or remove equipment such as tarps, buckets, barrels and 
wheelbarrows that accumulate water. 

o Discard old tires, buckets, cans and containers in work areas. 
o Place drain holes in containers that cannot be discarded. 
o Clean out rain gutters and ditches to get rid of standing water. 
o Fill in tire tracks, ruts and other depressions that can collect water. 

 

Worker protection measures 

Take these personal protective measures when you're outside, especially during peak hours of 
mosquito biting activity: 

• Wear light-coloured, loose-fitting, tightly woven clothing. 

• Wear long-sleeved tops, long pants, shoes and socks. 

• Consider wearing an appropriate insect repellent. Be sure to read and follow the product 
directions. 

As of May 2013, Health Canada has approved the following active ingredients to be safe and 
effective mosquito repellents:  

• DEET (no more than 30% strength) 

• Oil of lemon eucalyptus (p-menthane-3, 8 diol) 

• Soybean oil 

When handling dead birds or animals, take the following precautions:  

• Don’t touch the dead bird or animal with bare hands. Use a shovel, plastic bag or 
impermeable gloves to pick it up. 

• Take care not to scratch or puncture your skin while handling the bird or animal. 

• Wash your hands thoroughly with soap and water immediately afterward. 
 
When to seek medical attention 

Workers with symptoms of severe infection after exposure to mosquitoes should seek immediate 
medical attention. These symptoms may include rapid onset of severe headache, high fever, stiff 
neck, disorientation, muscle weakness or paralysis. There is no specific treatment for WNV 
infection, but many of the symptoms and complications of the infection can be treated. 

More information 
• Manitoba Health: Call (toll-free) 1-888-315-9257 or visit www.gov.mb.ca/health/wnv  

• Health Canada: Call (toll-free) 1-800-454-8302 or visit: http://healthycanadians.gc.ca/diseases-
conditions-maladies-affections/disease-maladie/west-nile-nil-occidental/index-eng.php    

 

Revised: January 2016 
Last Reviewed/Revised: July 2010 
 

http://www.gov.mb.ca/health/wnv
http://healthycanadians.gc.ca/diseases-conditions-maladies-affections/disease-maladie/west-nile-nil-occidental/index-eng.php
http://healthycanadians.gc.ca/diseases-conditions-maladies-affections/disease-maladie/west-nile-nil-occidental/index-eng.php

	Virus transmission
	Symptoms of infection
	Workers at risk
	Problem work environments
	Worksite control measures
	Worker protection measures
	When to seek medical attention
	More information

