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Paralysis event - background

• When: December 2020 to May 2021

• Where: Range of locations across South East Qld & northern NSW

• What: Reports from carers and vets of large numbers of flying-foxes with 
neurological signs

• WHA received reports detailing >200 affected bats, anecdotally much larger 
numbers

• Wildlife rehabilitators and vets submitted affected bats to the Qld Biosecurity 
Sciences Laboratory (BSL)



All bat submissions to BSL - Qld

• Long term testing data: pet contacts comprise 58-81% of bats submitted

• A few dog contact cases were likely part of paralysis event e.g. bat noted hanging low in bush the 
day attacked by dog

• Not all bats submitted can be tested for ABLV as suitable sample may not be available

No. 
submissions

No.  pet 
contact (%)

No. 
neuro/sick 
(%)

Paralysis 
syndrome

No. tested for 
ABLV

ABLV-positive

Dec 2020 21 12 (57) 9 (43) 1 19 3

Jan 2021 39 4 (10) 35 (90) 27 39 6

Feb 2021 22 6 (27) 16 (73) 10 21 5

Mar 2021 19 16 (84) 3 (16) 1 19 2

Apr 2021 19 12 (63) 7(37) 3 18 2

May 2021 15 6 (40) 9 (60) 3 15 1

Totals 135 56 (41) 79 (59) 45 131 19



Signalment - bats to BSL Qld

BFF LRFF GHFF Total

Dec 2020 1 0 0 1

Jan 2021 16 11 0 27

Feb 2021 2 8 0 10

Mar 2021 0 1 0 1

Apr 2021 1 2 0 3

May 2021 0 1 2 3

Total 20 23 2 45

• Species

- Black flying-fox 
- Little red flying-fox
- Grey-headed flying-fox
- Reported: Spectacled flying-fox

(no submissions)
- Reports showed similar species range

• Sex & age

- Both sexes, mostly adult, some pregnant little red flying-foxes

• Nutritional status

- Variable: very poor to obese

Submissions – paralysis event



Clinical signs

• Paresis/paralysis

• Protruding tongue, inability to swallow, mouths often filled with dirt

• Often markedly dehydrated

• Unable to blink - corneal ulcers/oedema

• Respiratory difficulty

• Many found on ground or hanging low in vegetation

• Other reported signs: nystagmus, anisocoria (unequal pupil size), head tremor, 
aggressive, reactive, frothing at mouth

Outcome:

• Most died or were euthanased

• Small number of milder cases recovered with supportive treatment



Laboratory investigation - BSL

• Necropsy: 45 bats

• Histopathology:
• Brain (20)
• Spinal cord (5)
• Peripheral nerve (4)
• Skeletal muscle (11)

• ABLV exclusion: 45 bats (qPCR +/- FAT)

• Botulinum C/D toxin ELISA: 9 bats (blood and/or GIT)

• Botulinum C/D toxin PCR: 6 bats (DPIRD, WA) (blood and/or GIT)



Summary of laboratory findings - BSL

• Necropsy:
• Unusual or mild trauma (non life-threatening or healing fractures, mild contusions)
• No paralysis ticks or tick attachment sites detected
• Some bats had large numbers of bat flies (up to 20) – inability to groom?

• Histopathology:
• No consistent lesions in central nervous system
• Frequent aspiration pneumonia, especially in BFF
• Hepatocystis sp. schizonts in LRFF, especially lung – generally incidental finding
• No sign of Angiostrongylus sp. adults or larvae (‘rat lungworm’)

• ABLV testing: All negative
• Other bats tested positive around this time, including a cluster of LRFF

• Botulinum C/D toxin ELISA and PCR: All negative



Conclusion

• Case definition: Neurological signs with no apparent cause
(but complete diagnostic workup rare)

• Ruled out by testing and/or nature of the event:
• ABLV
• Botulism
• Tick paralysis
• Angiostrongylosis

• No evidence of infectious disease

• Possible cause: Toxic (e.g. plant toxin) or metabolic disease?
Cause difficult to determine: long distance travel between foraging and roost sites, 
broad geographic range of the event

• Next steps? 



What to look out for

• Anything unusual for bats in your area, for example:

- Increased numbers of sick or dead bats

- Unusual signs

- Change in pattern of a known disease e.g. different species or age class, new 
location, change in seasonality

Disease reporting



Keeping up-to-date

• Wildlife Health Fact Sheets

https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/FactSheets.aspx


Keeping up-to-date

• ABLV Bat Stats • COVID-19 & Bats

www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au

https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/ProgramsProjects/BatHealthFocusGroup.aspx
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/ProgramsProjects/BatHealthFocusGroup.aspx
http://www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/


Resources

• PPE Information • National Wildlife Biosecurity Guidelines

www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au

https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/ProgramsProjects/BatHealthFocusGroup.aspx
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Portals/0/Documents/ProgramProjects/National_Wildlife_Biosecurity_Guidelines.PDF?ver=2018-11-16-162854-533
http://www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/


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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https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/AboutUs/Becomeamember.aspx
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