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What is avian influenza? 

Avian influenza is a disease caused by Influenza A virus (AI). AI can infect birds and mammals, 

including humans, and is transmitted effectively through respiratory aerosols, faeces and 

bodily fluids, whether directly (host-to-host proximity) or indirectly (contaminated water or 

objects). 

Aquatic birds, especially Anseriformes (ducks, teals, etc.) and Charadriiformes (shorebirds, 

gulls, terns, skuas, auks, etc.), are considered natural hosts of AI, and most infections are 

asymptomatic. However, virulent AI strains may occasionally emerge and cause outbreaks 

with high mortality. AI strains are divided into subtypes based on two surface proteins: 

hemagglutinin (subtypes H1–H18) and neuraminidase (subtypes N1–N11). Some (but not all) 

strains of the subtypes H5 and H7 may cause severe disease to poultry and are referred to as 

High-Pathogenicity Avian Influenza (HPAI), and in some cases these strains can also cause 

significant disease to wild birds, and potentially also to mammals including humans. 

 

Current knowledge about avian influenza in Procellariiformes 

The only ACAP-listed species in which AI infection has been recorded is the Southern Giant 

Petrel (Macronectes giganteus), in which natural exposure to low-pathogenicity AI strains has 

been demonstrated through virus isolation (subtype H4N7) at the South Shetland Islands1,2 

and antibody detection (subtypes H1 and H3) at the Antarctic Peninsula.3 All cases were 

apparently healthy individuals. AI has also been occasionally detected in apparently healthy 

shearwaters, specifically in Wedge-tailed Shearwater (Ardenna pacifica) from Australia, Great 

 
1 Petersen et al. (2015). INCT-APA Annual Activity Report 2013, 35–38. 
2 Petersen et al. (2017). Marine Biology, 164, 62. 
3 Baumeister et al. (2004). International Congress Series, 1263, 737–740. 
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Shearwater (Ardenna gravis) from Canada, and Sooty Shearwater (Ardenna grisea) from the 

USA.4,5,6,7 Due to the limited AI surveillance effort for most Procellariiformes (albatrosses, 

gadfly petrels, fulmars, prions, storm petrels, diving petrels, etc.), the lack of AI detection in 

these species does not imply they are not susceptible to infection, even though clinical disease 

is rare in absence of high-pathogenicity strains.  

 

Impacts of the on-going high-pathogenicity H5N1 avian influenza outbreak on 

wild birds 

Although most AI infections are not pathogenic to seabirds, the current outbreak of HPAI 

strains of the subtype H5N1 has raised concern due to its unusual impact on wild birds, 

including seabirds. The most recent wave of HPAI spread begun in October 2021, and to date 

over 1,050 outbreaks have been recorded in the northern hemisphere. The impacts thus far 

include the deaths of 18,000 cormorants in South Africa (Oct–Dec 2021), 300 cranes in India 

(Nov 2021), 8,000 geese in the UK (Nov 2021–Jan 2022), hundreds of shorebirds in the 

Netherlands (Dec 2021), 8,000 cranes in Israel (Jan 2022), 760 pelicans in Senegal (Jan–Feb 

2022), 570 pelicans in Greece (Mar 2022), hundreds of cormorants and 1,500 terns in the 

USA (Apr–Jun 2022), thousands of gannets and hundreds of skuas in the UK (Jun 2022), and 

thousands of gannets in Canada (Jun 2022). Additionally, there are reports of these H5N1 

strains infecting wild mammals such as foxes, otters, and seals, which is relatively unusual. 

Although there are no reports of mortality of Procellariiformes attributable to HPAI, the rapid 

spread of the currently prevalent H5N1 strains in the northern hemisphere and their 

unprecedented impacts on seabird populations raise the concern of potential risks for ACAP-

listed species. The 2022/2023 austral summer may present the greatest potential for AI 

outbreaks among seabird populations, when most of these birds will congregate to breed at 

colonies in the southern hemisphere. Notwithstanding, all sites where ACAP-listed species 

congregate may be at risk of exposure via migratory birds or accidental introduction by human 

activities (e.g. tourism) and should thus be in a state of alertness. 

 

Recommendations 

1) Reporting cases of HPAI is mandatory for all member countries of the World Organisation 

for Animal Health (WOAH) and is essential to protect affected wild bird species. If there is 

evidence of birds (any species) with signs suggestive of avian influenza (ocular discharge, 

ocular swelling, difficulty breathing, lethargy, inability to stand up or walk, seizures, 

tremors, torticollis) or with unexplained mortality, local animal health and wildlife 

conservation authorities should be notified immediately to ensure that appropriate 

investigation is conducted. If HPAI is detected, national authorities will notify WOAH.  

2) In preparation for potential outbreaks, scientists, wildlife managers and animal health 

agencies should work jointly on increasing surveillance efforts (increasing awareness and 

enabling a reporting mechanism) and preparing an emergency response plan that enables 

quick investigation and minimizes risk of spread. Coordination with scientists and/or 

 
4 Downie & Laver (1973). Virology, 51, 259–269. 
5 Downie et al. (1977). Australian Journal of Experimental Biology and Medical Science, 55, 635–643. 
6 Wille et al. (2014). Journal of Wildlife Diseases, 50(1), 98–103. 
7 Lang et al. (2016). Avian Diseases, 60, 378–386. 
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government authorities in neighbouring countries and particularly those that share 

migratory bird flyways is highly encouraged.  

3) There is no benefit to be gained in attempting to control the virus in wild birds through 

culling or habitat destruction. Instead, measures should be taken to improve surveillance 

and biosecurity, especially at breeding sites of vulnerable seabirds. 

4) Ideally, fieldwork at seabird breeding sites should be avoided in countries/regions where 

AI outbreaks have been recorded in 2021–2022 (see situation reports at 

https://www.woah.org/en/disease/avian-influenza/#ui-id-2 and real-time updated 

information at https://wahis.woah.org/). 

5) When fieldwork is essential, for example to retrieve devices for animal welfare reasons, 

field equipment and gear (scales, weighing bags and straps, tracking devices, clothing, 

boots, etc.) used elsewhere must be thoroughly disinfected before re-use (see item 6).  

6) Disinfection of equipment and gear requires surfaces to be cleaned with soap/detergent 

and water, followed by soaking or spraying with 10% bleach or 70% ethanol, left to act for 

a minimum 10 min; 70% isopropyl alcohol is recommended for disinfecting electronic 

equipment. Note that bleach solution must be made fresh every day. Disinfectants should 

not be applied to the environment or carcasses.  

7) Any person handling ill or dead birds must follow strict health and safety measures. They 

should be properly trained, wash their hands regularly and wear full Personal Protective 

Equipment (PPE -N95 face mask, eye cover, gloves).  

8) Rehabilitated seabirds should not be released if they tested positive for HPAI 

infection/exposure at any point during their stay at a rehabilitation facility. If there is 

suspicion of an on-going HPAI outbreak or unexplained bird mortality event within the 

same state/province or island group or within a radius of 300 km of a rehabilitation facility, 

a minimum of one sample obtained less than 10 days (preferably less than 5 days) before 

release should be tested for each bird with direct (virus isolation or reverse-transcription 

polymerase chain reaction test from orotracheal and/or cloacal swabs) or indirect methods 

(haemagglutination inhibition test with subtype H5 antigen). 

 

General best practices for fieldwork at seabird colonies 

1) When possible, avoid visiting several different seabird colonies in one continuous outing. 

If this cannot be avoided, reinforce hygiene precautions before moving between colonies. 

2) Whenever possible, wear personal protective equipment, such as gloves, face masks, and 

eye covers (glasses or goggles). Do not handle different individuals without first washing 

hands and/or changing gloves. 

3) Avoid repeated use of clothing (especially footwear) and equipment (especially items that 

come into contact with animals such as nets, tissue bags, and hoods) without first cleaning 

and disinfecting them (wash with soap and water and soak in or spray with 10% bleach for 

minimum 10 min). When feasible, employ a suite of replacements for each item that can 

be rotated and cleansed while continuing work. 

4) Ideally, have a dedicated set of equipment (callipers, rulers, etc.) for different seabird 

species and/or sites, which are properly labelled and stored separately. 

https://www.woah.org/en/disease/avian-influenza/#ui-id-2
https://wahis.woah.org/
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5) Dispose of used/soiled items such as gloves, facemasks, syringes, and other 

biohazardous waste in double bags or purpose-made containers (e.g., sharps disposal 

containers for needles), spray with disinfectant (10% bleach) prior to leaving the work site 

and discard as medical/pathogenic waste at an appropriate facility (or if not available, 

incinerate). 

6) Before and after working with animals or coming into contact with their secretions, wash 

hands and arms with plenty of soap and water. Hand sanitizer (gel with 60 to 90% ethanol 

concentration) can be applied to reinforce disinfection but should not replace proper 

handwashing. Remember that hand sanitizers only work effectively after the dirt has been 

removed by handwashing. 

7) Whenever possible, wear washable and waterproof footwear (e.g., rubber boots). Clean 

footwear with a brush, soap, and water upon arrival and prior to departure from colonies 

(seawater may be used). Consider placing footbaths with 10% bleach or other 

disinfectants at trailheads or landing sites to improve footwear hygiene. 

8) If handling seabirds, wear protective clothing (disposable or washable coveralls). Put on 

clean clothing upon arrival at the colony and remove soiled clothing prior to departure. 

Store used/soiled clothing in double bags and wash and disinfect them properly at the 

base of operations. Avoid using home washing machines if possible. Otherwise, soak 

clothing in soap and disinfectant for a few hours prior to washing (provided that they are 

hand-washed before soaking if they are heavily soiled with organic matter). 

9) Keep a log of visits to seabird breeding sites. Such information can be key in the 

investigation of unusual disease or mortality events by allowing investigators to trace back 

contacts and potential sources of infection, particularly if the disease is detected long after 

visitors have left. 


