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 ReÂsearchÂers say theyâ€™ve solved a great mysÂtery of the flu: why it spreads mainly in winÂter. The
anÂswer, they reÂport, is that the viÂrus is more stable and reÂmains airÂborne longÂer in the cold, dry
air that preÂvails in the seaÂson.      A typÂiÂcal flu viÂrus is shown "sÂliced" in half in this
diÂaÂgram to show the inÂsides. It conÂtains genes for makÂing copÂies of itÂself on the inÂside,
and "spikes" that help it atÂtach to a host cell on the outÂside. (CourÂteÂsy Nat'l InÂstiÂtute of
AlÂlerÂgy and InÂfecÂtious DisÂeases, U.S.) 
The New York Times reÂported the findÂings, alÂso pubÂlished in the Oct. 19 isÂsue of the reÂsearch
jourÂnal PLoS PathÂoÂgens, on WednesÂday. 
 	
 â€œInÂfluenza viÂrus is more likely to be transÂmitÂted durÂing winÂter on the way to the subÂway
than in a warm room,â€• PeÂter Palese, chaÂirman of miÂcroÂbiÂolÂoÂgy at Mount SiÂnai School
of MedÂiÂcine in New York and the stuÂdyâ€™s lead auÂthor, told the Times.Palese conÂducted the
study afÂter readÂing a paÂper pubÂlished in the afÂtermath of the devÂasÂtatÂing 1918 flu
panÂdemÂic. That reÂport sugÂgested the viÂrus could rapÂidly spread among guinÂea pigs.Palese
and colÂleagues exÂpeÂriÂmented with flu viÂrus among guinÂea pigs, varÂyÂing air
temÂperÂaÂture and huÂmidÂity in the anÂiÂmalsâ€™ quarÂters. They found that transÂmisÂsion
was best at 41 deÂgrees FahrÂenÂheit (5 deÂgrees CelÂsius), and worsÂened at highÂer
temÂperÂaÂtures, endÂing comÂpletely at 86 deÂgrees FahrÂenÂheit (30 deÂgrees CelÂsius).       
TransÂmisÂsion was alÂso best at a low huÂmidÂity of 20 perÂcent, PaÂlese said. Thatâ€™s
probably beÂcause the viÂruses float in the air in litÂtle resÂpiÂraÂtoÂry droplets, he added. In
huÂmid air, the droplets grow largÂer and fall.Flu viÂruses spread through the air, PaÂlese said,
whereÂas cold viÂruses spread mainly by diÂrect conÂtact, such as handÂshakes or conÂtact with an
obÂject just touched by an inÂfected perÂson. Flu seaÂson in northÂern latÂiÂtudes runs from
NoÂvemÂber to March, the coldÂest months. In southÂern latÂiÂtudes, itâ€™s from May unÂtil
SepÂtemÂber. In the tropÂics, there is litÂtle flu at all.Flu reÂsearchÂers told the Times they were
deÂlightÂed to fiÂnally get some solÂid daÂta on flu seaÂsonalÂity. â€œIt was great work, and work
that needed to be done,â€• said TerÂrence Tumpe, a senÂior miÂcroÂbiÂolÂoÂgist at the U.S.
CenÂters for DisÂease ConÂtrol and PreÂvenÂtion.  	
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