WASHINGTON (March 7) - A case of the bird flu virus was found in a poultry farm in Maryland, the fifth U.S. state to be affected by the disease, state government officials said Saturday.

Maryland, a major poultry producing state, last month banned the sale of live poultry as a precaution against the disease spreading from neighboring Delaware.

On Saturday, the Maryland Department of Agriculture said that chickens at a farm on the state's poultry-heavy Eastern Shore near Pocomoke City tested positive for the H7 bird flu strain.

It was not clear if it was the highly infectious version of the H7 strain, and definitive tests will not be available before Wednesday, said Sue duPont, a department spokeswoman.

State officials ran tests on 118,000 six-week-old chickens at the farm this week after a large number of the birds died, the spokeswoman said. Initial tests "do not indicate a highly pathenogenic strain" of the disease, duPont said.

Four other states have been affected by bird flu. Mild H7 strains of the flu were found in Delaware and New Jersey last month, along with a different H2 strand in Pennsylvania. A highly pathenogenic version of avian flu was found in Texas last month.

The Maryland farm -- whose owner was not disclosed -- has been quarantined and the infected birds will be destroyed, duPont said. Another 210,000 chickens on the same farm located in eight breeding houses within a mile of the infected site will also be destroyed, she said.

Some 71 poultry farms with 171 breeding houses within six miles of the infected site will be closely watched and tests will continue across the Delmarva Peninsula stretching across Delaware, Maryland and Virginia until at least March 16, the department said.

Maryland state officials have worried that the disease detected in Delaware could spread across the Delmarva Peninsula to affect a sprawling network of chicken farms operated by companies including privately held Perdue Farms and Tyson Foods Inc., the largest U.S. poultry producer.

The U.S. bird flu strains were different from the H5N1 strain that has devastated poultry flocks in Asia and claimed at least 22 lives there.

More than 20 countries have banned imports of some or all U.S. poultry including Russia, the top U.S. poultry buyer.

