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Who is Wildlife Health Australia?

WHA is the national coordinating body for wildlife health

Core funding from Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment and 
State/Territory Governments

Coordinates Australia’s general wildlife health surveillance system

A network of >700 wildlife health professionals

International connections

CEO: Rupert Woods
National Coordinator: Tiggy Grillo
Senior Project Officer: Keren Cox-Witton
Project Officers: Andrea Reiss

Silvia Ban
Administration Manager: Karen Magee



§ Federal and State / Territory Government 

• Public health, Agriculture, Environment

§ CSIRO-ACDP

§ Researchers & scientists

• Veterinarians, ecologists, virologists, epidemiologists

§ Australasian Bat Society

§ Bat carers

§ Australian Speleological Federation

Bat Health Focus Group

Collaborative One Health approach

Bat health issues within the context of public health,
domestic animal health, biosecurity and environmental impacts in Australia



Australian bat lyssavirus – latest data

COVID-19 and bats

Reporting disease events 

Keeping up to date

Today

Cartoon: Jimmy Craig 
https://www.instagram.com/theycantalkcomics/



Australian bat lyssavirus
• ABLV infects Australian flying-foxes and insectivorous bats.

• Similar to but distinct from rabies virus.

• Transmitted by saliva introduced via a bite or scratch, or contamination of mucous 
membranes or broken skin.

• Can cause neurological signs in bats e.g. paralysis, inability to fly, tremors, seizures, 
unusual vocalization, abnormal aggression.

• Can spill over into other species – humans, horses.

• REMINDER: always use appropriate PPE when handling bats, maintain current rabies 
immunity, first aid and medical attention for a bite, scratch or other significant 
contact.



ABLV testing of flying-foxes 2010-2019

• Over 2,800 flying-foxes tested (human/pet contact, neurological signs, trauma,
found dead)

• 148 (5.3%) flying-foxes infected

• Proportion of tested bats infected with ABLV is not representative of prevalence in 
wild bat populations - ABLV infection more common in unwell bats, which are more 
likely to be submitted. Prevalence in wild bats is considered to be less than 1%.

238

158
123

380

307
270 270

310

234

549

0

100

200

300

400

500

600

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

No
. t

es
te

d

No. of flying-foxes tested

3.8 3.8 4.1
3.4

10.4

8.1

5.6

9.0

4.7

1.3

0.0

2.0

4.0

6.0

8.0

10.0

12.0

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

%
 p

os
iti

ve

% ABLV positive



ABLV data – 2019 – an unusual year

• 549 flying-foxes tested for ABLV:

- > 2x higher than 2018 (234 tested), usual range 120 to 380

• 1.3% of flying-foxes tested were infected with ABLV

- > 3x lower than 2018 (4.7%), usual range 3.5 to 10.5%

- Second half of 2019: only one ABLV detection

WHY?

• Passive surveillance system: bats are submitted due to contact with a person/pet, 
neurological signs/abnormal behaviour, euthanased (welfare), found dead

• Data affected not only by events in the wild bat population, but also by human and 
environmental factors - affect the pattern of submission of bats for testing e.g. 2013

• Can’t be sure, but a possible explanation…



ABLV data – 2019 – an unusual year

• Flying-fox mass mortalities in 2019 - starvation (drought), heat stress events, 
bushfires. Large number of sick and weak bats, bats searching for food in urban 
areas

• Bats more likely to come in contact with pets and people and therefore be 
submitted for testing

• These bats were sick or weak for reasons other than ABLV, resulting in a low 
proportion of tested bats that were ABLV positive

• Number returning to normal in 2020: 206 flying-foxes tested, 4.9% infected Jan-
June





COVID-19 & Australian bats

• No virus detections to date of SARS-CoV, MERS-CoV, SARS-CoV-2 or closely 
related viruses in Australian bats or other wildlife

• Coronaviruses are widespread in bats, including Australia

• SARS-CoV-2 ‘ancestor’ probably originated in bats à ?? intermediate host

• Small number of overseas cases of human-to-animal transmission:

- pet dogs and cats

- tigers and lions (Bronx Zoo)

- farmed mink (Europe & USA) 

• Current outbreaks are driven by person to person spread

• Concerns about transmission from humans to bats



COVID-19 & Australian bats
• What is the risk of transmission of SARS-CoV-2 from humans to bats in 

Australia?

• Australia vs overseas: Low prevalence of COVID-19; differences in
human-bat interactions.

• Expert risk assessment: LOW risk but high uncertainty (many unknowns)



• Guidance document to provide biosecurity advice for interacting with bats

COVID-19 & Australian bats – risk management



COVID-19 & Australian wildlife - resources

• WHA website www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au:

• ‘COVID-19’ section on homepage with links to external resources

• ‘COVID-19 & bats’ on WHA Bat Health Focus Group page

• WHA fact sheets: Novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) and Coronaviruses in 
Australian bats

• World Organisation of Animal Health (OIE): Questions and Answers on the
2019 Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19)

• Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment: Domestic animals and 
COVID-19; Department of Health: Coronavirus (COVID-19) health alert

IUCN SSC Bat Specialist Group 
https://www.iucnbsg.org/bsg-publications.html 



Bat Health Focus Group – PPE information

• Information for bat handlers written by Tania Bishop, Jenny Mclean and Alison Peel, 
with input from the group



National Wildlife Biosecurity Guidelines

Outlines best practice biosecurity 
measures

For anyone who works or interacts 
with Australian wildlife including 
wildlife managers, researchers, 
veterinarians, carers and others

www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/WHADocuments.aspx



When to report?

• Ecologists, field researchers, rangers, land managers, carers have first-hand experience 
and know what’s ‘normal’ for bats in their area

• Report anything out of the ordinary:

- Increased numbers of sick or dead bats

- Unusual signs

- Change in pattern of a known disease e.g. new location, different time of year

Who to report to?

• Wildlife care group

• Veterinarian

• Report to a government agency – advice on sample
submission

Disease reporting
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If you see any signs of disease that are unusual
or clusters of wildlife deaths

you should contact your local WHA Coordinator or call the 
Emergency Animal Disease Watch Hotline: 1800 675 888

WHA website - About Us - Contact Details 



Keeping up-to-date: Wildlife Health Fact Sheets
Brief, factual information on >100 wildlife diseases in Australia

ABLV, Coronaviruses, COVID-19, Hendra Virus, Menangle Virus, Zoonoses in Australian Bats 



Interested in bat 
health?

A monthly collation of recent 
media articles and publications

Sign up today or email:
admin@wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au

WHA Bat News



Become a WHA member

• Membership is free J

• Receive the Digest email newsletter

• Keep up-to-date with wildlife disease events and
information

www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au 
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Australian Government Department of 
Agriculture, Water and the Environment

State/Territory Governments

WHA Bat Health Focus Group

All our data submitters & surveillance 
partners
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Thank you
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