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Who is Wildlife Health Australia?

WHA is the coordinating body for wildlife health in Australia

Core funding from Department of Agriculture and State/Territory Governments

A network of >700 wildlife health professionals

International connections

Coordinates Australia’s general wildlife health surveillance system

CEO: Rupert Woods

National Coordinator: Tiggy Grillo

Senior Project Officer: Keren Cox-Witton

Project Officers: Andrea Reiss

Silvia Ban

Administration Manager: Karen Magee
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▪ Federal and State / Territory Government 

• Public health, Agriculture, Environment

▪ CSIRO-AAHL

▪ Researchers & scientists

• Veterinarians, biologists, ecologists, virologists, epidemiologists

▪ Australasian Bat Society

▪ Wildlife carers / 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
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Diseases of flying-foxes – latest updates
Reporting disease events 
Keeping up to date

Today

Cartoon: Jason Adam Katzenstein



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
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ABLV - updates

Cases

• No further non-bat cases since horses and human in 2013. Still no infection 
confirmed in dogs or cats, but antibodies detected in dogs (exposure).

• Outbreak of ABLV in juveniles in care in 2016. Reminder that bats of any age 
can be infected.

Policy

• AUSVETPLAN manual revision. New appendix on managing ABLV risk in bats 
in captivity/care: prevention, reducing risk to humans, dealing with a 
suspect bat, managing in-contact bats

• Public health guidance: revision of the rabies/ABLV SoNG and Immunisation
Handbook

Wright T (2013) A dog tests antibody positive for lyssavirus. NSW Animal Health Surveillance July-September 2013, 3–4.
NSW Department of Primary Industries (2016). CVO Bulletin to Wildlife Carers: Australian bat lyssavirus infection in juvenile bats.



ABLV - updates

ABLV testing of flying-foxes 2010-18

• Over 2,000 flying-foxes tested (human/pet contact, neurological signs, 
trauma, found dead). Increased submissions due to media attention
e.g. 2013 human & horse cases, heat stress events.

• 141 flying-foxes infected. Proportion each year ranges 3.4 - 10.4%.
Variation could be a real effect OR change in why bats are submitted.
[Not representative of wild bat population]

• Analysis for publication underway.
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Hendra virus - updates

2019 horse case

• Scone, June: Hendra virus infection confirmed in an unvaccinated stock horse.

• Southern-most case of HeV (previously Kempsey) and first case in the Hunter Valley.

• Flying-fox roost assessment by research team including bat ecologists. Small numbers 
of black flying-foxes (primary host for HeV) found in some roosts. Pooled urine 
sampling under roosts.

• High horse population in Hunter Valley - considerable public interest, increase in 
vaccination uptake for horses.

Hendra virus in the Hunter Valley region (2019). NSW Animal Health Surveillance, January–June 2019, Issue 2019/1



Botulism in flying-fox aviary - NSW

• March 2019, NSW North Coast flying-fox release facility: wildlife carer reported 
sudden onset of paralysis and death affecting all 29 animals (mostly black flying-
foxes, some grey-headed). Similar but less severe events at the same facility in 2014 
and 2017.

• Protruding tongue, inability to swallow & hang, weakness, breathing difficulty.

• Post mortem on 7 bats, samples to NSW government lab (EMAI): no significant 
pathology in most, all negative for ABLV.

• Gastrointestinal tract samples from 2 of 5 bats positive for Botulinum C toxin (qPCR).

• High blowfly numbers – fly egg masses on chopped fruit suspected as source of 
botulism toxin.

• Believed to be the first time that botulism has been documented in flying-foxes.

• Example of an unusual disease event in wildlife that was reported and investigated.

Phillip Kemsley, North Coast LLS: Botulism in bats (2019). NSW Animal Health Surveillance, January–June 2019, Issue 2019/1
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• Ecologists, biologists, field researchers, rangers, land 
managers, carers….  have first-hand experience and 
know what’s ‘normal’

• Increased numbers of sick or dead bats – ‘clusters’

• Unusual signs – something you haven’t seen before

• Change in pattern – in a new species, a new location or 
a different time of year

Disease reporting - what to look out for

Cartoon courtesy of Robert Johnson
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Who would you call?

• Wildlife care group

• Veterinarian

Who else may need to know? What else should you do?

• Report to a government agency – what to expect

• Submit samples for testing – get advice from the lab before collecting

How to report



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

www.wildlifehealth
australia.com.au

About Us - Contact
Details 



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

ABLV, Coronaviruses, Hendra Virus, Menangle Virus, Zoonoses in Australian Bats 

www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/FactSheets.aspx



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/WHAD
ocuments.aspx
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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
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Australian Government Department of 
Agriculture

State/Territory Governments

WHA Bat Health Focus Group

All our data submitters & surveillance 
partners
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Thank you
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