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Chairperson’s report
My name is Ian Thompson. I am Australia’s first Chief Environmental Biosecurity Officer. 
Environmental biosecurity is the management of risks to the natural environment and 
to social amenity, through pests and diseases entering, emerging, establishing or 
spreading in Australia. It includes Australia’s natural terrestrial, inland water and marine 
ecosystems and their constituent parts, and its natural and physical resources. ‘Social 
amenity’ includes the social, economic and cultural aspects of the environment, such 
as tourism, human infrastructure, cultural assets and national image. It has been a great 
privilege to take over this year from Dr Mark Schipp as chair of Wildlife Health Australia 
(WHA).

WHA is an extensive network of over 750 individuals and 50 organisations working with wildlife in Australia. The 
principal objectives of the network are the protection and enhancement of the natural environment through 
participating in research and investigations, surveillance, monitoring and recording of wildlife disease events in 
Australia. Our greatest strength is our ability to engage a large and varied group of people and organisations, many 
of whom may have valuable information and can participate in discussion and action on wildlife health. We bring 
together people, groups and agencies working in these fields, at many different levels of government, as well as in 
the private and public sectors, and can facilitate improved flow of information, action and activities for mutual 
benefit and the benefit of Australia.

Australia’s biodiversity and the natural systems it supports are under pressure. Monitoring wildlife health is an 
essential part of monitoring and maintaining a healthy environment. However, monitoring exotic pests and diseases, 
including new and emerging species is an enormous task. There is a need for more ‘eyes and ears’ on the ground 
and environmental biosecurity requires a shared responsibility and partnership approach. Evidence from Australia 
and overseas has shown that community involvement, for example in assisting in reporting of pests and diseases 
can make a considerable contribution to detections. A simple and effective wildlife health surveillance system also 
supports trade and market access. 

A highlight for me this year has been seeing the WHA network begin to examine how it can best assist in the bigger 
mission of contributing to Australia’s overall environmental biosecurity.  It includes work on development of a new 
mission for the network, and is being driven by the increasing recognition of the importance of the environment and 
its contribution to our economy and social amenity. Planning is underway and the new WHA management 
committee (page 7) has agreed that the future of WHA and its network needs to be informed by the membership 
and other important communities-of-interest for wildlife health.  

It is, though, not just new opportunities in links to environmental biosecurity. We are examining our role in a 
proposal being led by the universities sector to form an Australian Institute for Wildlife Health, and we continue to 
serve the needs of the Australian community and governments in the areas of preparedness, response and risk 
management: actively contributing to the protection of our economy by supporting animal and human health, trade 
and market access, biodiversity and tourism. These are exciting developments and we will be coming to many of 
you over the coming year to seek your input and ideas to help shape the future for wildlife health in Australia.  

In my role as chair, I would also like to acknowledge our funding partners, members of the National Biosecurity 
Committee (NBC), and its sub-committee, the Animal Health Committee (AHC), in committing to arrangements that 
now ensure the future financial security of WHA. We also need to recognize that WHA is only able to undertake its 
national wildlife activities through accessing the goodwill and social capital of its networks. This network of 
individuals and organisations contribute on a largely voluntary basis, meaning that the WHA network is able to 
achieve results at drastically lower cost than could be achieved by government departments alone. 

The energy, insights and local knowledge that volunteers bring to our work is invaluable. Without the continued 
support of our network, it is questionable how functional our wildlife health system would be. The value and 
importance of these individuals and organisations in contributing and shaping the future of Australia’s wildlife health 
system cannot be overstated. Having said that, our volunteers can only do so much and it is clear that the current 
expectations of delivery by members of the WHA network is far in excess of its resources. Additional funding and 
support will need to be found: another priority for our management committee for the year ahead. 

I commend this report to you and thank you all for your continued support.

Ian Thompson  
Chair of Wildlife Health Australia and Australia’s Chief Environmental Biosecurity Officer
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Section 1: Wildlife Health Australia 
Why are we needed?
Australia’s wildlife species are threatened by emerging diseases such as chytrid fungus in amphibians 
and white-nose syndrome in bats. Wildlife are also involved in the ecology of diseases that cause illness 
in domestic animals and people such as Q fever. Emerging disease in humans and animals are 
increasing. Most involve wildlife and include, for example, bat and insect borne viruses and influenzas. 
Authorities require knowledge of disease dynamics from monitoring, surveillance, research and expert 
opinion, to develop treatment, management and prevention strategies.

Chemical contamination and toxins affect public, animal and ecosystem health. Wildlife can act as 
indicators of environmental health. In monitoring wildlife health we also indirectly monitor the health of 
ecosystems, domestic animals, people and communities.

Wildlife are also involved in the ecology of trade-sensitive diseases such as foot-and-mouth disease. 
Trade partners can cease trade or delay return to trade if Australia cannot demonstrate freedom from a 
disease. To avoid potentially devastating trade shocks, we need to understand the potential for disease 
transmission across species and how to prevent exposure of domestic animals to the risks. We also need 
proven, ongoing, streamlined processes for surveillance in wildlife. 

Human behaviour affects wildlife and the ecosystems in which we co-exist. Diverse groups and 
organisations are involved with or have a stake in wildlife and ecosystem health. This makes it vital to align 
incentives to connect wildlife surveillance and research with decision-making and action nationally, and 
minimise counterproductive competitive behaviour and silos.
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What is the challenge and the change that we are seeking?
An ongoing challenge for Australia is to:

• monitor wildlife health and disease
• integrate population monitoring information with knowledge of health and disease dynamics in 

wildlife, domestic animals, humans and ecosystems, and
• use this knowledge to guide the decisions and actions of governments, businesses and communities 

impacted by wildlife and ecosystem health. 

The system needs smart solutions to connect the people and groups who contact, manage, or are affected 
by wildlife and wildlife health issues. These groups are diverse: wildlife carers, zoos, universities, laboratories, 
vets, public health physicians, policy makers, pharmaceutical companies and more. 

By connecting knowledge, expertise and influence we are able to:
• understand wildlife health issues 
• detect health and disease risks early
• work cooperatively to manage the issues and risks, and
• create the working relationships and institutional arrangements to provide for the longer-term health 

of our communities, businesses and ecosystems.

The benefits of the system are far reaching: protecting threatened and vulnerable wildlife species and 
ecosystems; protecting people from diseases; and the safe, sustainable development of Australia’s 
livestock and food industries.

Sector-wide change is required: Government, business and community leadership need to commit to the 
evolution of a National Wildlife Health System that is comprehensive, integrated (or “joined-up”), smart and 
efficient. The organisations, groups and people involved need to understand how and why they participate in 
the knowledge, action and surveillance networks. Participants are then able to weigh up the costs and 
benefits of their involvement, for themselves, their group or organisation, and for Australia’s national interest.

Who are we and what is our role?
WHA are the people and organisations in Australia with a commitment to wildlife health. We work together to 
help create the effective linkages which make up Australia’s wildlife health system. The WHA network 
stewards, facilitates and coordinates trust-based relationships, networks and collaborations to generate 
cooperation and standards for monitoring, surveillance, on-ground action, and tools and resources which 
improve wildlife health. We use participatory processes to cultivate co-investment and confidence in the 
system, and reach agreement on how it evolves. WHA programs operate in Australia’s national interests to 
motivate and incentivise action among its members  and minimise competition and silos. The national 
network is supported by a small dedicated team located at the head office in Sydney, Australia, but with 
representatives in all states and territories including Australian Antarctic Territory.  

We work to represent the wildlife health community and have established a number of focus groups, programs 
and projects to help us do this.  These programs improve communication and coordination, provide and receive 
technical advice, facilitate the resolution of issues and provide professional support. WHA works to ensure that 
there is improved investigation and management of wildlife health. The products and services provided by 
WHA assist in limiting the deleterious impact of wildlife disease on natural ecosystems, human health, primary 
industries and tourism, resulting in ecological, economic and social benefits to Australia.

WHA supports Australia's framework for managing wildlife health and disease, which also allows Australia to 
meet its responsibilities for national and international health and disease reporting.
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Section 2: Governance and Legal framework 
Legal framework
WHA is a ‘for purpose’ (not-for-profit), incorporated 
association registered under the Associations Incorporation 
Act (2009) in New South Wales, Australia. We are also a 
registered charity with the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) 
and the Australian Charities and Not-for-profit Commission 
(ACNC). We submit annual activity statements to the ACNC, 
and these are available on the ACNC website, 
www.acnc.gov.au. 

The WHA Public Fund and registration as a Deductible Gift Recipient 
In 2017, WHA was registered as an environmental organisation with the Department of the Environment and 
Energy. The Register of Environmental Organisations is a Commonwealth tax deductibility scheme, which 
allows eligible organisations to be endorsed as Deductible Gift Recipients by the ATO. This means that all 
donations (over $2) to the Wildlife Health Australia Public Fund are tax deductible. Donations received will be 
used to support WHA’s environmental purposes including the advancement of the natural environment and 
ecosystems across Australia. Donations are sought from members twice a year and are made using WHA's 
payment service provider, which states full compliance with requirements of the Payment Card Industry 
Security Standards Council (PCI SSC).  Advertisements through the not-for-profit “Guide to Giving” seek 
donations year-round.  

http://www.acnc.gov.au
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Ian Thompson (Chair) 
Australia’s Chief Environmental Biosecurity 
Officer
Australian Government Department 
of Agriculture 

The Management Committee

WHA is administered under good organisational governance principles. The WHA management committee 
provides strategic leadership on wildlife health issues for Australia.  

A new management committee was formed in 2019 following an election in 2018 (as required by the 
Constitution) and new committee representatives were announced for the Department of Agriculture and 
Animal Health Committee.  Information about these individuals is available on the WHA website, 
www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au.

We look forward to working with the new management committee members and would like to thank the former 
management committee for their services to Wildlife Health Australia, particularly the outgoing committee 
members: Mark Schipp (Chair), Charles Milne, Hume Field, and Pam Whiteley.   

Kevin de Witte
Tasmanian Chief Veterinary Officer
Animal Health Committee 
Representative 

David Phalen
Individual Member 
Representative

Anna Meredith
Wildlife Health Victoria
Organisational Member 
Representative

Robert Johnson
Australian Veterinary 
Conservation Biologists
Organisational Member 
Representative

Andrew Peters (Deputy Chair)
Wildlife Disease Association 
Australasia
Organisational Member 
Representative 

Rodney Vile
Principal Officer Wildlife 
Emergencies, Department of 
Environment, Land Water and 
Planning
Invited Member 

http://www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au
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Section 3: Activities and programs
Current activities and programs
In 2018/19, WHA focused operations in four areas:

• Smarter surveillance
• Preparedness and response
• Research and knowledge
• A number of cross-cutting areas including: The Future, Synergy, Leadership and Looking 

After our People, Marketing and Communications, Support for Environment and 
Biodiversity, and Support for Human Health.
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Area of focus: Smarter surveillance
Strategic objectives for the area of focus of Smarter Surveillance within the WHA Strategic Plan 
are to:

• Improve Australia’s overall national surveillance capability to support the protection of the natural 
environment and

• Ensure early detection of significant health and disease events involving wildlife.

Key	performance	indicators	are:	
• Moderation of national data as required, collation of selected historical information, and reporting as 

relevant
• Maintenance of data management procedures as required by stakeholders and data owners
• Management of field surveys and investigations of wildlife disease as agreed by responsible 

authorities and
• Provision of data as agreed to inform policy and support strategy development.

The	outcome	is:	
• Improved protection of Australia’s natural environment, wildlife animal trade industries, 

human health, biodiversity, trade and tourism. 

WHA programs and activities for 2018/19 that delivered these strategic objectives and ensured that the key 
performance indicators (KPI)s were met included:

Administra$on	of	Australia’s	general	wildlife	health	surveillance	system
WHA assists Australian governments in administering Australia’s general wildlife health surveillance system, 
and collects and disseminates information on wildlife disease events from across Australia.  

The system relies on the detection, submission, investigation and reporting of sick and dead free-living (both 
native and feral species) and captive wildlife. Through WHA’s focus groups, programs and projects, wildlife 
health information is collected into a national database, the electronic Wildlife Health Information System 
(eWHIS). Information includes submissions by our network of state and territory WHA coordinators and WHA 
Environment Representatives (Page 11), veterinarians at zoo based wildlife hospitals and sentinel wildlife 
clinics, university clinics and pathology departments as well as researchers, other wildlife health professionals 
and WHA members.

Key components of Australia’s General Wildlife Health Surveillance System 
include: 
•  Primary WHA Coordinators and WHA Environment Representatives

•  The Zoo Based Wildlife Disease Surveillance Program

•  The Sentinel Clinic Wildlife Disease Surveillance Program

•  The University Based Wildlife Disease Surveillance Program

•  A web-enabled national database of wildlife health information (eWHIS)
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Na$onal	database	of	wildlife	health	informa$on	(eWHIS)
WHA administers Australia’s national electronic Wildlife Health Information System (eWHIS), which provides a 
national repository of wildlife health events. Data are provided by government and non-government sources 
via WHA surveillance partner organisations. eWHIS is web enabled, which allows WHA staff and authorised 
users to search, add and edit data based on the user’s role and responsibilities. Data are contributed monthly 
from approximately 50 agencies and organisations (page 9).

Surveillance information captured through Australia’s general wildlife health surveillance system allows WHA 
to support Australia’s Chief Veterinary Officer, the Australian Government Department of Agriculture, Animal 
Health Committee, Animal Health Australia, and Australia’s states and territories to better prepare for and 
protect Australia against the adverse effects of wildlife diseases.

WHA ensures that nationally collated wildlife health information is available to inform decision-making and 
policy development, for the management of emergency disease incidents, for international reporting, and to 
protect Australia’s environment, biodiversity, animal and human health, trade and tourism. Summary reports 
on a selection of wildlife disease and mortality events recorded in eWHIS are published quarterly through the 
National Animal Health Information Program (NAHIP) in each issue of Animal Health Surveillance Quarterly 
(AHSQ). WHA also provides information to help fulfil Australia’s reporting requirements to the World 
Organisation for Animal Health (OIE).

A large number of wildlife events (n=889) were submitted to the national database between July 2018 and 
June 2019. 

Significant events from 2018/19 included:
• Widespread mortality of raptors and owls in New South Wales and Victoria between May and 

September 2018
• Identification of the fungus, Nannizziopsis sp., in free-living eastern water dragons with severe skin 

lesions in southeast Queensland in mid-2018, and
• A nidovirus, similar to the virus found in possums in New Zealand, was identified in a cluster of wobbly 

possum disease in brushtail possums in Tasmania. 

Figure 1: Wildlife disease events in eWHIS from July 1986 to June 2019 by financial year.  Monthly submissions for 
2018/19 are shown in the inset.

https://www.animalhealthaustralia.com.au/our-publications/animal-health-surveillance-quarterly/
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WHA	Coordinator	Group
The WHA Coordinator Group provides a framework for identification, coordination, discussion and reporting 
of wildlife disease information into the national wildlife health information system (eWHIS). 

Each of Australia’s state and territory agricultural agencies have a Primary WHA Coordinator. The Primary 
WHA Coordinators are appointed by their respective state or territory Chief Veterinary Officers or in the case 
of Australian Antarctic Territory, the Director of the Australian Antarctic Division. The Primary WHA 
Coordinators provide a primary point of contact for reporting wildlife disease events for each state or territory 
and also ensure that their Chief Veterinary Officers are kept informed of any national wildlife health issues or 
developments. Free-ranging native and feral animal disease events investigated through state agricultural 
agencies are entered directly into eWHIS by Primary WHA Coordinators. In 2018/19, these sources entered 
about half of the events into the National Database. 

In order to further promote collaborative links in the investigation and management of wildlife health, 
representatives from each jurisdiction’s environment agency, WHA Environment Representatives, are 
included as part of Australia’s general wildlife disease surveillance system. Each WHA Environment 
Representative works closely with their respective Primary WHA Coordinator and ensures a second point of 
contact in the jurisdiction. 

In addition to the Primary WHA Coordinators and the WHA Environment Representatives, the national 
framework comprises the Australian Registry of Wildlife Health (Taronga Conservation Society Australia), 
CSIRO Australian Animal Health Laboratory (AAHL), the Zoo and Aquarium Association (ZAA), Northern 
Australian Quarantine Strategy (NAQS), Aquatic Animal Health (Australian Government Department of 
Agriculture; as required) and Animal Health Australia (AHA). 

The national surveillance program is primarily funded through a cost-shared model with funding from the 
Australian Government Department of Agriculture and all Australian state and territory governments. In 
addition, the program is supported by an estimated additional $1M per year in-kind from participating 
agencies and their laboratories. WHA also receives funding through the National Animal Health Information 
Program (NAHIP) and contributes regular reports to Animal Health Surveillance Quarterly (AHSQ) and Animal 
Health in Australia (AHiA). A number of other surveillance programs support and integrate with the WHA 
Coordinator Group. 

University	Based	Wildlife	Disease	Surveillance	Program
The WHA Universities Focus Group has previously recognised the value of formalising the contribution of 
universities to Australia’s national framework for wildlife disease surveillance. Based on the successful model 
of the Zoo Based Wildlife Disease Surveillance Program (page 12) seven Australian universities took part in a 
one-year pilot project, reporting wildlife events seen through their clinics and pathology departments into 
WHA’s electronic Wildlife Health Information System (eWHIS). Following an independent review of the one-
year pilot project, two universities (the University of Melbourne, the University of Queensland) have joined 
with the Zoo and Sentinel Clinic Wildlife Disease Surveillance Programs. James Cook University, Murdoch 
University, the University of Adelaide, Charles Sturt University and the University of Sydney continue to 
contribute to Australia’s wildlife disease surveillance program via regular teleconferences with staff at WHA. 
A total of 12 university staff have been trained by WHA in use of the eWHIS database, selection of cases 
for reporting and general aspects of the national surveillance program. The university sector’s integration 
into WHA’s existing wildlife health surveillance system further facilitates the direct linkage of recognised 
experts working within Australia’s universities with the national framework.
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Zoo and Sentinel Clinic Surveillance Programs in numbers

Zoo Based Wildlife Disease Surveillance Program
The Zoo Based Wildlife Disease Surveillance Program is a collaborative project between WHA and the Zoo 
and Aquarium Association (ZAA), the peak representative body for zoos and aquariums in Australia. The 
program has been running since 2010.

Wildlife disease reports from free-ranging and rehabilitation cases seen at the wildlife clinics of participating 
zoos are entered directly into eWHIS. Over 2,400 records from 240 different species have been entered by 
the zoos since 2010. The program continues to capture useful data, while also facilitating communication 
between the zoos and the Primary WHA Coordinator in their state or territory.

There are ten zoos participating in this national program: Adelaide Zoo (SA), Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital 
(Qld), Currumbin Wildlife Sanctuary (Qld), Healesville Sanctuary (Vic), Melbourne Zoo (Vic), Perth Zoo (WA), 
Sea World (Qld), Taronga Zoo (NSW), Taronga Western Plains Zoo (NSW) and Territory Wildlife Park (NT). 
Collectively, the 10 participating zoos see over 21,000 free-ranging wildlife cases every year. A total of 44 zoo 
staff have been trained by WHA, including use of the eWHIS database, selection of cases for reporting, and 
general aspects of the national surveillance program.

Sentinel Clinic Wildlife Disease Surveillance Program
The Sentinel Clinic Wildlife Disease Surveillance Program has been running since 2014, with a focus on 
veterinary clinics with a high or dedicated wildlife caseload, and those that help to expand the geographic or 
taxonomic range of the national surveillance system.

There are currently eight clinics participating in the program, covering a wide geographical range including 
northern WA, Far North Queensland and Tasmania. The clinics are: Adelaide Koala and Wildlife Hospital, Lort 
Smith Animal Hospital (Melbourne), RSPCA Queensland Wildlife Hospital (Brisbane), Boongarry Veterinary 
Services (Cairns), Kingston Animal Hospital (Hobart), Mayfair Veterinary Clinic (Hobart), Kimberley Vet Centre 
(Kununurra) and Broome Veterinary Hospital.

The sentinel clinics report wildlife disease events into eWHIS. The information provided by the clinics is used 
to better understand disease threats to biodiversity, human health and livestock, and contributes to our 
national picture of wildlife health. The sentinel clinic and zoo coordinators participate in joint teleconferences, 
providing opportunities to discuss interesting disease events and cases. In 2018/19, more than 46,000 free-
ranging wildlife cases were seen by clinics participating in the zoo and sentinel clinic surveillance programs, 
representing a valuable surveillance effort.
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Support	for	wildlife	disease	inves$ga$ons
The National Significant Disease Investigation (NSDI) Program is managed by Animal Health Australia (AHA) 
and subsidises veterinary practitioners who investigate and report on significant disease incidents in 
livestock and wildlife. For eligible events, funds are provided to the investigating veterinarian and to the 
laboratory for diagnostic testing. Since 2016 WHA has administered national NSDI Program funds for wildlife, 
and continues to promote the program to WHA’s surveillance partners and other private veterinarians. In 
addition, WHA provides funding to support investigations into current or ongoing wildlife disease events that 
might otherwise not proceed utilising funding from a wildlife disease investigation fund (WHA Wildlife 
Disease Investigation Fund) administered by WHA.

Wildlife disease investigations are often complex and logistically difficult. Funding made available through the 
NSDI Program and WHA Wildlife Disease Investigation Fund can support elements of field and diagnostic 
investigations to help achieve a diagnosis, and thereby allow an informed assessment of the risk of the 
wildlife health event to human health, livestock health and biodiversity.

This year NSDI and WHA wildlife disease investigation funds assisted 19 wildlife disease investigations, 
including: 

• Mass mortality events in raptors, eastern grey kangaroos, ringtail possums and sea 
snakes

• Indo-Pacific bottlenose dolphin with skin lesions
• Neurological signs in brush-tailed possums
• Blindness in eastern grey kangaroos
• Paralysis in rainbow lorikeets 
• Diarrhoea and sudden death in western ringtail possums.

     

 NSDI and WHA funding support was provided to 19 wildlife disease investigations.

 WHA provided support, input and/or coordination for over 80 wildlife disease events. 
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Additional programs and projects, which complement the general 
surveillance system
WHA supports a number of focus or working groups and other programs that form part of the framework of 
Australia’s general wildlife health information system:

• Bat Health Focus Group
• Universities Focus Group
• National Zoo Animal Health Reference Group 
• National Avian Influenza Wild Bird Surveillance Program

Bat	Health	Focus	Group	
The Bat Health Focus Group uses a collaborative, One Health approach to consider bat health issues in relation 
to the broader context of biosecurity, public health, domestic animal health, and environmental impacts in 
Australia. Members are from a range of organisations including Australian and state and territory government 
departments of agriculture, public health and environment, CSIRO Australian Animal Health Laboratory, 
universities, the Australasian Bat Society and the Australian Speleological Federation. There is a broad range of 
expertise across the group including veterinarians, biologists, ecologists, virologists, epidemiologists and 
wildlife and bat carers.

Working with the Bat Health Focus Group and WHA Coordinators, WHA maintains a national dataset of 
Australian bat lyssavirus (ABLV) testing. Summary reports of ABLV testing of bats are provided in Animal Health 
Surveillance Quarterly (AHSQ) and published every six months in a dedicated publication ‘ABLV Bat Stats’. 
Analysis for a peer-reviewed publication is underway. In 2018/19 WHA provided technical input into the 
Australian Veterinary Emergency Plan (AUSVETPLAN) for rabies, ABLV and other lyssaviruses, drawing on 
advice from the Bat Health Focus Group as needed. WHA also produces a monthly ‘Bat News’ e-newsletter of 
media and publications relating to bat health, with the aim of raising awareness and to counter misinformation 
about bat diseases. 
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Universi$es	Focus	Group
The Universities Focus Group was formed in 2007 to enhance the contributions that Australian universities 
can make to wildlife and biosecurity. A key role of the group is to act as a focus point to improve 
communication and coordination around wildlife health in the Australian context, primarily in the areas of 
research, education, training, capacity-building and future-proofing. The group has continued to explore 
ways in which university-based wildlife clinics and pathology departments can enhance the national capacity 
for wildlife health surveillance. “Hot topics” promote discussion and information sharing on emerging or 
challenging wildlife health issues.

Na$onal	Zoo	Animal	Health	Reference	Group
WHA provides support to a national Zoo Animal Health Reference Group (ZAHRG). The group was formed in 
2006 and facilitates communication and coordination between the zoo industry and the Australian 
Government Department of Agriculture on issues of national concern. Current priorities are in biosecurity, 
emergency disease preparedness and surveillance. In 2018/19 the group continued to provide input and 
advice on Australian policies, guidelines and issues of relevance to the zoo community and government.  

National Avian Influenza Wild Bird (NAIWB) Surveillance Program
In 2018/19 WHA continued to assist the National Avian Influenza Wild Bird (NAIWB) Steering Group to 
coordinate the NAIWB surveillance program. The primary areas of responsibility for WHA are management of 
the NAIWB surveillance program, and collation and reporting of surveillance data for avian influenza in wild 
birds in Australia. National funding is provided by the Australian Government Department of Agriculture and 
is matched by in-kind contributions from a large number of collaborators including commonwealth, state and 
territory government agencies, non-government organisations, industry, and universities. Surveillance 
activities will continue through to the end of 2019.

Since July 2015, over 106,000 wild birds have been tested for avian influenza viruses (AIVs), with a subset of 
samples also tested for avian paramyxoviruses (APMVs), predominantly targeting APMV-1. Anseriformes 
(waterfowl) were primarily targeted with a small number of Charadriiformes (shorebirds) also sampled. 
Locations focused on areas with known mixing of shorebirds and waterfowl and/or those in close proximity to 
poultry and humans. 

Between July 2018 and June 2019 pathogen-specific, risk-based surveillance was conducted by sampling 
apparently healthy, live and hunter-killed wild birds at sites in Queensland, South Australia, New South 
Wales, Northern Territory, Western Australia, Victoria and Tasmania. A total of 4,945 faecal environmental 
swabs and/or cloacal swabs collected from waterbirds were tested for AIVs, with a subset (n=1,326) also 
tested for APMV-1. No highly pathogenic AIVs nor virulent strains of APMV-1 have been identified. 

Given Australia’s geographic and ecological isolation, it is important that assumptions about AIV and APMV-1 
epidemiology in Australia are not based entirely on studies from overseas. In particular, it is extremely 
important to maintain and update Australia’s capacity to rapidly and reliably test for AIV and APMV-1 in 
Australian poultry and wild birds as these viruses undergo constant evolution. Detections of AIV and APMV 
in poultry are relatively rare in Australia, and hence samples from wild bird surveillance programs provide the 
principle source of AIV and APMV-1 sequence data necessary to monitor the ongoing evolution of Australian-
specific lineages. These detections also allow regular evaluation of primer target sequence variability. This 
reduces the possibility of detection failure which could result from tests based solely on historical or non-
Australian strains.
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Area of focus: Preparedness and response
Rapid and timely access to wildlife disease surveillance information and a network of wildlife health 
professionals is crucial to Australia’s decision-making. During a disease incident, WHA works to ensure that 
response agencies are well supported, and people and information are coordinated throughout the 
response. Strategic objectives for the Preparedness and Response area of focus within the WHA Strategic 
Plan are:

• Maintenance of response readiness for wildlife diseases and
• Improved ability to manage and respond to wildlife health and disease events.

Key performance indicators
• Horizon and environmental scanning for emerging issues of potential national significance and regular 

reporting to the Australian Government Department of Agriculture and
• National wildlife health surveillance data available to support the development of regional and 

national wildlife health emergency preparedness and response documents.

The outcome is: 
• A healthier and safer Australia.
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WHA programs and activities for 2018/19 that delivered these strategic objectives and ensured that the KPIs 
were met included:

Scanning and analysis

Since 2003, an important activity performed by WHA has been scanning and analysis to provide intelligence 
for stakeholder groups. Activities include:

• Production of a regular national and 
international electronic digest of wildlife health 
information relevant to Australia (The Digest). 
This occurs through ongoing scanning of over 
300 sources of web based, media, focus 
groups and publicly available information. The 
Digest is generated and circulated to over 750 
WHA members around Australia and overseas, 
including World Organisation for Animal Health 
Focal Points for Wildlife in the region.

• Identification of current and emerging issues. 
As part of ongoing scanning, current and 
emerging issues are identified, collated, 
summarised and assessed for the Australian 
Government Department of Agriculture as “Hot 
Topics” each week. Over 45 media and 
scientific publications of note were also 
circulated to key stakeholders in 2018/19.

• Production of a monthly ‘Bat News’ email 
collating media articles and publications 
relating to bat health, which is available to 
anyone with an interest.

• In 2019, a representative from WHA was invited 
to participate in Australia’s ongoing animal 
health foresight and horizon scanning network.

Development of guidelines for the management of an emergency wildlife 
disease response
In 2017, following collaborative work with WHA on developing response guidelines for the exotic disease of 
bats called white-nose syndrome, the Australian Government Department of Agriculture recognised the need 
for a high-level framework that articulated the authority, roles and responsibilities of agencies during an 
emergency wildlife disease response, and how the response was to be managed.  This led to the 
development of draft guidelines for the management of an emergency wildlife disease (EWD) response in 
Australia.  The guidelines were developed using the AUSVETPLAN framework, and act as a generic, 
overarching “summary” document on how to approach an EWD response. The second part of the work, 
examining roles and responsibilities, commenced this year. The aim is to develop a simple set of guidelines 
that could be used to assist in evolving standard operating procedures. This work is to be completed next 
year.  

The WHA Digest covers the latest in wildlife news 
and is sent out electronically to over 750 members
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Assisting in emergency animal disease response and training
WHA plays an important role in assisting in emergency and emerging animal disease responses. WHA’s role 
is primarily in:

• Ensuring that its members are aware of the system and understand how they could help 
during a response if needed, and

• What, how and to whom reports on emergency wildlife diseases should be made.

Other important roles include facilitating linkage and engagement between the responsible authorities and 
members of the wildlife community as well as assisting in training and outreach. 

In 2018/19 WHA provided support to over 80 wildlife health events including the contribution of expert 
advice, incident management, input into response protocols and plans, and development of guidelines. 

WHA has three staff members listed in the Emergency Animal Disease contacts database and has supported 
or contributed to a number of emerging and emergency animal disease workshops, webinars and 
symposiums including:   

• New South Wales Department of Primary Industries Regional Emergency Animal Disease Workshop 
and webinars

• Northern Territory Department of Primary Industry and Resources Emergency Animal Disease 
Workshop and

• ‘Recent advances in emergency animal diseases’ hosted by CSIRO AAHL. 

WHA staff were involved in a number of other preparedness and response activities this year.  Our 
emergency response advisor attended the Wildlife Diseases Association annual conference in Bali and gave 
the group an update on activities in Australia relating to the further improvement in our emergency wildlife 
disease response arrangements including an introduction to the emergency wildlife disease response 
guidelines.  We developed a proposal for enhancing preparedness for an emergency response to an 
emergency wildlife disease in Australia, which has been submitted to the Australian government for 
consideration, as well as running two short, desk-top exercises with members of two of our focus groups: 
Exercise Easter Bilby, with the Zoo Animal Health Reference Group and Exercise Hopping Mad with members 
of the WHA Coordinator Group.  

The National Biosecurity Communication and Engagement Network (NBCEN) 
The NBCEN produces nationally consistent public information in response to pest and disease outbreaks 
(biosecurity incidents) that impact on Australia’s agricultural industries. The network consists of 
communication managers from the Australian, state and territory agriculture agencies, Plant Health Australia, 
Animal Health Australia, CSIRO’s Australian Animal Health Laboratory, Australian Government Department of 
Health, and the Australian Local Government Association along with the Centre for Invasive Species 
Solutions.  

Biosecurity incidents can impact on many people including affected producers and growers, local 
communities, overseas trading partners, exporters, supply chain service providers, the general public and 
media. The NBCEN facilitates the rapid and consistent dissemination of information that affected people 
need to prevent and respond to a pest or disease outbreak. The NBCEN also plays a pivotal role in pest and 
disease prevention and preparedness communication and stakeholder engagement activities. 

The NBCEN’s role has recently expanded from its original focus on emergency animal diseases to include 
plant pests, diseases and weeds, as well as those that affect aquatic animals and the marine environment.  
WHA supports the NBCEN by providing a representative as an observer on the group.
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Area of focus: Research and knowledge
Strategic objectives for the area of focus of Research and Knowledge within the WHA Strategic Plan are:

• Improved knowledge of priority questions of wildlife health and diseases as identified by 
stakeholders and partners and

• Improved understanding of the risks posed to Australia by wildlife diseases.

Key performance indicators are: 
• Liaison with stakeholders on national wildlife health projects and other projects as agreed by the 

Australian Government Department of Agriculture
• Provision of technical advice, data and reports to relevant government and non-government agencies 

as agreed in the work plan
• Reporting as requested to support Australia’s national and international reporting responsibilities and
• Delivery of special projects as requested by the Australian Government Department of Agriculture 

and agreed in the WHA work plan.

The outcome is: 
WHA programs and activities for 2018/19 that delivered these strategic objectives and ensured that the KPIs 
were met included:
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Contribution to national policy development 
On behalf of the wildlife community, WHA contributed directly to a number of national and state and territory 
policy documents and committees and working groups including: Series of National Guidelines (SoNG), 
Australia’s Veterinary Emergency Plan (AUSVETPLAN), InvasivesPlan and Threat Abatement Plans (TAPs). We 
also made a number of submissions regarding native wildlife, feral animals and health and diseases, including to 
the Parliamentary Inquiry into Australia’s Faunal Extinction Crisis, the Inspector General Biosecurity’s review of 
how the Department of Agriculture biosecurity risk management addresses high-risk environmental biosecurity 
concerns, Public Consultation on Australia's Next Antimicrobial Resistance Strategy 2020 and Beyond, and the 
Consultation on the National Environmental Science Program.  Our submissions can be found on the WHA 
website at www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au.

WHA also represented its members on a number of important national committees and or by contributing to 
their outputs, including the:

• Animal Health Committee (AHC)
• Environment and Invasives Committee (EIC)
• National Animal Health Information Program (NAHIP) and
• National Significant Disease Investigation (NSDI) Program. 

An Australian representative is also provided to the International Union for the Conservation of Nature Wildlife 
Health Specialist Group and we provided representation at the National Environmental Biosecurity Roundtables 
and to the development of the National Priority List of Exotic Environmental Pests and Diseases. 

The development of the National Priority List of Exotic Environmental Pests and Diseases is facilitated by the 
Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics and Sciences and follows recommendations made in 
the 2015 Senate Environment and Communications References Committee report into environmental 
biosecurity, as well as recommendations in the report from the independent review of the capacity of the 
national biosecurity system and its underpinning Intergovernmental Agreement. The purpose of the National 
Priority List is to facilitate activities to help prevent the entry, establishment and spread of exotic pests, weeds 
and diseases that may have nationally important impacts on Australia’s environment or social amenity. The 
project is part of a collaborative partnership with key stakeholders, which includes WHA members and staff. This 
work will assist in identifying exotic disease threats to native wildlife and prioritising future wildlife health 
activities (e.g. development of response plans, surveillance activities and awareness campaigns). 

Stakeholder engagement and networking
This year WHA has also supported wildlife health through stakeholder engagement and promotion including:

• discussion of the National Wildlife Biosecurity Guidelines with the Australian wildlife carer 
community at the Australian Wildlife Rehabilitation Conference

• organising sponsorship that allowed one of our members to attend the Wildlife Pathology 
Short Course at Taronga Zoo

• attendance at an antimicrobial resistance stakeholder workshop in Melbourne and World 
Organisation for Animal Health Performance of Veterinary Services gap analysis in 
Canberra

• contributed to the Disease Risk Analysis workshop for helmeted honeyeaters. 

We also accepted an invitation from Australia’s Chief Veterinary Officer to brief his department on future 
wildlife health activities at his Australian Chief Veterinary Officer Forum.

A highlight, however, was attendance at the Prime Minister’s Prizes for Science to recognize the winner of the 
Frank Fenner Life Scientist of the Year Prize: Dr Lee Berger. This is one of seven Prime Minister Prizes for 
Science and the highest national award for a life scientist other than the prize for science. Australia’s Chief 
Veterinary Officer offered his congratulations, which are shared by us all: “Congratulations on this 
achievement, the recognition is well overdue and well deserved. The knowledge that disease contributes to 
wildlife species vulnerability is a critical and fundamental understanding that is now understood world-wide, 
thanks to your work and contribution. Your multi-disciplinary approach is a model to others but one that is less 
commonly acknowledged than research within one discipline.”  (Dr Mark Schipp.) 

https://www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/WHADocuments/WHAsubmissionspublications.aspx#Subs
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The 2019 Australian Delegation to the 87th OIE General Session. Left to right: Scott Mersch 
(Export Standards branch), Anthony Kettle (NT), Jennifer Davis (OCVO), Mary Carr (SA CVO), 
Mark Schipp (ACVO and OIE Delegate), Trevor Drew (AAHL), Tiggy Grillo (WHA), Phoebe 
Readford (OCVO), Peter Finnin (OIE Accredited Delegate), Paula Parker (AVA), Allison Crook 
(QLD CVO), Julie Strous (AVBC) and Beth Cookson (Animal Biosecurity branch).

Support for Australian World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE) focal point 
activities
The importance of healthy wildlife populations is recognised by the World Organisation for Animal Health 
(OIE), the influential global intergovernmental organisation responsible for improving animal health 
worldwide. An important activity for the OIE is to improve surveillance and diagnostic tools for wildlife, to 
include wildlife diseases in chapters of the Terrestrial Code and to include wildlife as part of the work of 
regional and specialist Commissions.  

Australia’s OIE Focal Point for Wildlife is Dr Tiggy Grillo, our National Coordinator, who provides support for 
Australia’s OIE Delegate, Dr Mark Schipp. Activities in this role include management of eWHIS, recording and 
interpreting wildlife disease information from official and non-official sources to assist Australia reporting on 
OIE listed disease and non-listed diseases of wildlife. The Focal Point engages in regional and national 
wildlife health issues and provides advice on wildlife issues to state and Australian Government agricultural, 
human health and environmental agencies. Through the Focal Point, WHA also engages with members to 
assist the OIE Delegate to ensure that Australia’s scientific view and position relating to wildlife is considered 
when developing international policies and guidelines. WHA assists members by acting as the link between 
Australia and overseas wildlife health centres and focal points for wildlife within the region and internationally. 
To view Australia’s reports to the OIE, you can visit WAHIS-Wild [https://www.oie.int/wahis_2/public/
wahidwild.php] and WAHIS interface [https://www.oie.int/wahis_2/public/wahid.php/Wahidhome/Home].

In late May every year the OIE holds their General Session, during which the OIE World Assembly (the 
Delegates of all 182 OIE Member Countries) meet to adopt standards on international animal health and the 
control of animal diseases, and to discuss the global animal health situation and current issues regarding 
global animal health. In May 2019, Dr Tiggy Grillo was invited by Australia’s Chief Veterinary Officer to join the 
Australian delegation in Paris. The delegation included representatives from the Australian Department of 
Agriculture, state and territory CVOs, Australian Animal Health Laboratory, Australian Veterinary Association 
and the Australasian Veterinary Boards Council. 

A group of world-leading scientific experts form the membership of the OIE’s Working Group on Wildlife 
(WGW). The group advises the OIE on all health problems relating to wild animals, whether in the wild or in 
captivity. In 2017, WHA’s CEO, Rupert Woods was invited to join the WGW, and in December attended their 
yearly face to face meeting in Paris. [The full OIE WGW report can be viewed here: https://www.oie.int/
fileadmin/Home/eng/Internationa_Standard_Setting/docs/pdf/WGWildlife/A_87SG_13_GT.pdf] 

Rupert Woods and Tiggy Grillo also 
maintain international collaborations via 
regular communication with the Canadian 
Wildlife Health Cooperative and the USGS 
National Wildlife Health Center, as well as 
via participation in an international 
working group on national wildlife health 
programs. The international working 
group provides a forum for discussion to 
share experiences, insights and evidence 
to help improve and harmonise national 
wildlife health programs globally and 
resulting in a recent report outlining the 
essential functions and capabilities of a 
national wildlife health program (NWHP).  

https://www.oie.int/wahis_2/public/wahidwild.php
https://www.oie.int/wahis_2/public/wahidwild.php
https://www.oie.int/wahis_2/public/wahid.php/Wahidhome/Home
%22
%22
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National Wildlife Biosecurity Guidelines 
The newly developed National Wildlife Biosecurity 
Guidelines were published in September 2018 with 
production support from the Department of Agriculture 
(www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au). Australia’s Chief 
Veterinary Officer provides an introduction to the 
Guidelines and their importance for everyone who works 
with wildlife in Australia. The Guidelines were developed to 
assist all people who work with wildlife and provide the 
information needed to ensure biosecurity risks of wildlife 
engagement are appropriately assessed and managed. 
WHA continues the process of sharing the Guidelines with 
stakeholders and encouraging their update. WHA has 
received positive feedback from our partners and a request 
from wildlife groups in the USA to adapt the Guidelines for 
use in their country. 

Fact Sheets
One of the key objectives of WHA is to provide a 
website with detailed information on wildlife 
health in Australia. An important component of this 
is the WHA Fact Sheets. There is a significant 
workload associated with ensuring they are kept 
up-to-date and new sheets developed as needed. 
There are over 140 WHA Fact Sheets, with seven 
new sheets developed and 40 sheets updated in 
2018/19. The new fact sheets include “Plant 
toxicities in wild Australian mammals”, “Mass 
mortalities in wild birds”, “Diseases of marine 
turtles”, “Diseases of wild Australian crocodiles”, 
“Severe Perkinsea infection in tadpoles (an exotic 
disease not found in Australia)”, “Infectious agents 
of feral and wild canids and felids” and “Diseases 
of biosecurity concern in wildlife”. Fact Sheets that 
had extensive updates this year include “Yellow 
fungus disease in reptiles”, “Salmonella in 
macropods”, “Diagnosing botulism in birds”, 
“Adenovirus in bearded dragons”, “Wobbly 
possum disease” and “Salmonella in reptiles”. In 
the last five years, 92 Fact Sheets have been 
reviewed or created. To complement the Fact 
Sheets the “WHA Documents” page on the 
website contains technical documents, 
submissions and staff publications.

Support for the Australian Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines Authority 
(APVMA)
Since 2009, WHA has provided informal annual reports to the APVMA’s Adverse Experience Reporting (AER) 
Program on poisoning events in wildlife, and relevant information on an ad hoc basis e.g. for chemical 
reviews.

Yellow fungus disease in a bearded dragon

https://www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Portals/0/Documents/ProgramProjects/National_Wildlife_Biosecurity_Guidelines.PDF
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Area of focus: Cross-cutting areas
In 2018/19 WHA operated in a number of cross-cutting areas including: The Future, Synergy and Leadership 
and Looking After Our People.

The desired outcomes associated with these areas are:
• Improved wildlife health management in Australia
• A healthier Australia, its people, livestock industries and ecosystems and
• Animal, human and environmental health systems that are better able to meet the needs 

of Australia into the future.

The future
Assisting members in future-proofing Australia in the area of wildlife health is an important objective for WHA. 
One of the tasks to achieve this objective is to increase Australia’s capacity for education and training in 
wildlife health by facilitating, contributing to and delivering education and training courses in wildlife health 
and preparedness. The primary objective is to ensure that the broader community is aware of the importance 
of wildlife health and what, how and to whom to report. Education and training activities are, however, 
resource-heavy. WHA members contribute in this area if and when external funding can be secured.  As with 
its surveillance activities, increasing awareness amongst non-government wildlife stakeholders of Australia’s 
biosecurity system and their role within it is a very high priority.
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Synergy
An important objective for WHA is to develop strong strategic alliances with partners and formalise these 
relationships. The main enabling mechanism for this is the WHA Marketing and Communications Strategy. 
Where possible WHA also assists partners in delivery of programs or projects that may be of mutual benefit, 
for example, providing support for the National Significant Disease Investigation (NSDI) Program administered 
by Animal Health Australia, and assisting the Australian Government Department of the Environment and 
Energy on issues involving wildlife health.
 
WHA is an associate member of Animal Health Australia, which builds a closer relationship between the 
organisations and helps WHA better identify and address the needs of our production animal industries. 

WHA also continues to liaise with Commonwealth and national agencies with an interest in wildlife health 
issues such as the Australian Government Department of the Environment and Energy and Australian 
Government Department of Health, Cooperative Research Centres, and Australian states and territories. 
Representation and support is also provided to Animal Health Australia, Animal Health Committee and the 
Consultative Committee on Emergency Animal Diseases on wildlife health issues.

Leadership and looking after our people 
The WHA Management Committee has a key leadership role in the management of wildlife health in 
Australia. Its main function is to identify priorities and ensure that these are brought to the attention of the 
responsible parties for consideration for funding and action.  WHA also provides a number of continuing 
professional development activities for staff including attendance at conferences and courses.

WHA has observer status on the Animal Health Committee (AHC). The AHC is a committee that sits under the 
National Biosecurity Committee (NBC). The committee members include the Chief Veterinary Officers of the 
Commonwealth, states and territories, along with representatives from the CSIRO Australian Animal Health 
Laboratory, the Australian Government Department of Agriculture and the Australian Government 
Department of the Environment and Energy. Other observers on the committee include Animal Health 
Australia and the Australian Government Department of Energy and Environment, with the New Zealand 
Ministry of Primary Industries also involved in relevant activities.  

The main purpose of the AHC is to develop science-based and nationally consistent policy on animal health 
issues and to provide advice as necessary on animal health to NBC. In doing so, AHC provides leadership in 
developing and implementing policy, programs, operational strategies and standards for government in the 
areas of animal health, domestic quarantine, animal welfare and veterinary public health.

Australia enjoys a high level of food safety and quality, and an enviable reputation amongst our agricultural 
trading partners for freedom from disease. Surveillance, monitoring and reporting systems focus on the fact 
that Australia can be called upon to substantiate our claims of freedom from major diseases, including foot-
and-mouth disease and bovine spongiform encephalopathy. As part of such assurances, we must be able to 
demonstrate that an adequate level of service exists to detect, diagnose and control animal diseases. The 
inclusion of WHA as an observer on the AHC assists members in the provision of information, depth of 
discussion and decision-making on issues relating to wildlife and where wildlife diseases may be involved 
with trade, market access and the environment.

In recognition of the increasing emphasis on environmental biosecurity by Australian governments, in 2017/18 
WHA was offered and has accepted an observer role on Australia’s Environment and Invasives Committee 
(EIC).  The NBC established the EIC as a cross-sectoral committee with responsibilities for providing national 
policy leadership on the identification, prevention and management of invasive plant, vertebrate and 
invertebrate species that adversely impact the environment, economy and community. The EIC also provides 
national policy leadership on environmental biosecurity more broadly, including engaging with stakeholders 
and working with other national sectoral committees to provide NBC with consistent and consolidated advice 
on environmental biosecurity across the national biosecurity system.
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Other activities
Marketing and communications
Important marketing and communications activities for 2018/19 were to progress development of the WHA 
Public Fund, and exploration of opportunities for corporate partnerships.  A generic package was produced 
that can be used to approach potential corporate partners and sponsors.  Another priority is to introduce a 
donation or subscription-based model that will allow members to donate to the WHA Public Fund as part of 
their routine membership renewals. The WHA management committee has recognised the importance of this 
area for members and hopes to increase the funding allocation for these activities in the 2019/20 budget.  

Support for environmental health and biosecurity
Wildlife health is an important area of environmental health and biosecurity. Wildlife are hosts and/or 
reservoirs for diseases and disease agents that can affect the environment and biodiversity. Some of these 
diseases can lead to extinction (e.g. the introduction of chytridiomycosis in frogs in Australia) or severely 
impact upon populations. (e.g. Tasmanian devil facial tumour disease). The risks will become greater with 
changing land use, climate change, animal movements and as societal attitudes bring wildlife, livestock and 
people into closer contact. It is essential that Australia has the ability to effectively identify and manage these 
risks. 

Last year saw the handing down of the findings of the Review into Australia’s Intergovernmental Agreement 
on Biosecurity (IGAB review). Improving Australia’s environmental biosecurity was identified as a high priority 
for the future. Assisting Australian governments in their continuing efforts to further improve our 
environmental biosecurity is a high current and future priority for WHA.

Since its inception, WHA and its members have provided ad hoc support for a number of national 
environment and biodiversity programs including:

• WHA representation on the Koala Health Hub Advisory Committee, University of Sydney, NSW
• WHA representation on the International Union for the Conservation of Nature Veterinary Specialist 

Group
• Coordinating biodiversity investigations that involve disease
• Input into national, state and territory policies, guidelines and plans
• Provision and maintenance of fact sheets with information on diseases that may impact upon 

biodiversity and
• Raising awareness of diseases with potential biodiversity impacts through the WHA Digest and Bat 

News.

Almost every project or program involving environmental health or wildlife biodiversity involves one or more 
WHA members.  This is a very significant opportunity for influence and change.

Another important area is preparedness, prevention and risk assessment.  WHA continued to work with the 
Australian Government Department of Agriculture, the Australasian Bat Society and the Australian 
Speleological Federation to prevent the introduction of the exotic disease white-nose syndrome (WNS) into 
Australia. WNS is a fungal disease of bats that has caused significant declines in insectivorous bat 
populations in North America. It has not been identified in Australia. With funding from the Department of 
Agriculture, WHA has commissioned a disease risk assessment for introduction of WNS to Australian 
microbats, and developed response guidelines that are designed to assist response agencies should the 
disease be introduced. The guidelines add to a suite of WNS documents that are available on the WHA 
website, including guidelines aimed at early detection and identification of an incursion. WHA has presented 
on WNS at conferences and meetings to raise awareness of the risk of this disease among veterinarians, bat 
researchers and cavers, and sponsored a small research study to survey cavers about their knowledge of 
WNS and biosecurity practices. This year, WHA participated in a workshop to establish a national recovery 
team for the southern bent-winged bat, which is a critically endangered species that has been identified as 
at-risk from WNS if it were introduced.

Significant contributions have been made by WHA and its members to this area. The emergency wildlife 
disease response guidelines, National Wildlife Biosecurity Guidelines and work on development of standard 
operating procedures have been covered separately in this report.

1
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Support for human health
The majority of emerging diseases that affect people arise in wildlife. In 2018/19 WHA provided support for 
national human health programs as required. This was primarily in the area of zoonoses and emerging 
infectious disease, and involved a number of ad hoc activities including:

• Support for the Bat Health Focus Group and National Avian Influenza Wild Bird 
Surveillance Program

• Providing information on significant zoonotic diseases that involve wildlife on the WHA 
website

• Providing ad hoc information to the Australian Government Department of Health on 
wildlife disease events that may involve human health and

• Providing ad hoc information to the Australian Government Departments of Agriculture, 
Health and Environment on wildlife and antimicrobial resistance.

Antimicrobial resistance (AMR)
The potential role of environmental contamination in the transfer of AMR between wildlife, domestic animals 
and humans has been documented, and highlights the need for further surveillance and research to 
determine the extent and significance of this process.  

Cases of multi-resistant bacterial infections and AMR in free-ranging wildlife in Australia are reported to WHA 
through the national wildlife disease surveillance program.

WHA also tracks research occurring on AMR and free-ranging wildlife and there is the opportunity to capture 
further surveillance data from these and other projects into eWHIS. WHA has recently updated our fact sheet 
on AMR and Australian wildlife. 

AMR is a significant challenge for Australia and the world. AMR activities undertaken by WHA are currently 
un-funded and occur largely ad hoc. Greater investment and coordination in this area is required.
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Section 4: Our finances
Operating result
This year is the first year of WHA operating under a cost-
shared, core funding model with funds provided by all 
Australian governments. The core funding contribution 
from government is matched by estimated in-kind 
contributions from private veterinarians ($2,000,000), zoo 
based veterinarians ($2,500,000), universities ($172,200), 
members of the management committee and a cash 
contribution of $45,360 from Australia’s production 
animal industries provided by Animal Health Australia. 
The cash contribution of Australian governments and 
industry is therefore levered approximately four-fold.  

For 2018/19, total income was $1,127,280 and total expenses were $1,011,342.  The majority of costs were in 
project expenses ($499,621), employment benefits ($257,222) and rental expenses ($34,088). The 
breakdown of 2018/19 core income and core project expenses expenditure are presented as percentages 
below. Detailed information regarding income and expenditure for special (or “ring-fenced” projects) is 
available in the audited financial reports.   
 
After allocation of project liabilities for completed projects ($29,835), DGR funds received ($2,215) and allocation 
of core to projects ($46,000), the total comprehensive income for WHA for 2018/19 was $37,887.
 
The WHA management committee has determined that WHA’s working capital requirements are approximately 
$648,150 at 30 June 2019. As at 30 June 2019 there are sufficient cash assets to meet this requirement.  The 
audited financials are available on request.  

Future funding
A recent review of WHA activities found that the 
formation of WHA has significantly improved 
coordination of surveillance and responses to all wildlife 
diseases in Australia. This has been achieved at a low 
cost relative to much larger benefits, implying a 
substantial public return on the investment in the WHA 
network.  Importantly, networks formed and administered 
by WHA and its predecessor AWHN, have regularly 
provided information and intelligence to Australian 
governments that they did not already know.  
Furthermore, the WHA network provides something that 
jurisdictions cannot: coordinated national wildlife health 
surveillance.  Achieving the levels of communication and 
cooperation required for these networks to remain an 
effective resource requires ongoing effort by a nationally 
focused organisation.  Without the WHA network, it was 
concluded as being unlikely that Australia would have a 
national framework for managing wildlife health.

There was a strong recommendation that the WHA network was well suited to assist Australian governments 
with wildlife health surveillance and its activities should continue. However, WHA’s role should be broadened 
to include greater focus on environment, activities which would also be expected to support human health, 
tourism and biosecurity by widening the networks of individuals and organisations trained and primed to 
report unusual disease incidents. However, as part of future planning the WHA management committee has 
determined that the core contributions for funding of WHA are insufficient to meet the expectation of funders 
and additional resources will need to be found. This will be a priority for the management committee in 
coming years.     
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Section 5: Planning and 2020/21 priorities
Forward planning
In 2017/18 the management committee decided that the time was right for WHA to move to a model that has 
greater and higher level engagement with Australia’s states and territories through seeking greater support 
from the National Biosecurity Committee (NBC). This has been agreed, putting WHA in a much better position 
to support wildlife priorities for NBC and assist in delivering the wildlife component of the National Animal 
Health Surveillance and Diagnostic Strategy.  

The announcement last year by Federal Agriculture Minister, the Honourable David Littleproud, of a senior-
level Australian Chief Environmental Biosecurity Officer to be appointed within the Department of Agriculture 
was an exciting development for Australia. Even more exciting was being informed that the new Australian 
Chief Environmental Biosecurity Officer would take over from Australia’s Chief Veterinary Officer, Dr Mark 
Schipp, as chair of WHA. A priority for WHA will always be to support wildlife priorities for members including 
the National Biosecurity Committee and delivery of the wildlife component of the National Animal Health 
Surveillance and Diagnostic Strategy. However, many of the activities identified in the Strategy support 
environmental biosecurity and supporting the work of the Chief Environmental Biosecurity Officer, and 
Australia’s continuing efforts to further improve our environmental biosecurity, will be a very high priority for 
WHA over the coming years.

Another important activity for next year will be a Strategic Enquiry aimed at generating practical, sustainable 
development pathways for organisations and groups involved in wildlife health in Australia. The organisations 
and groups involved in wildlife health in Australia are many, varied, and are often small and work in isolation. 
The barriers to understanding and acting on wildlife health matters in Australia are also myriad, and the 
project will generate and share stories of ‘wildlife health in practice’ in Australia. The aim is to use the 
creative processes and power of story-telling to connect knowledge and know-how. The project will serve as 
a critical enquiry into the big issues being tackled, gains being made and how these intersect with wider 
community interests and concerns. The intended participants will be those working at the coalface of wildlife 
health and conservation, land and habitat restoration, community development and regional economic 
development (such as public and private land managers, sanctuary managers, ecologists, veterinarians, 
wildlife carers, park rangers, farmers, government officers, researchers, educators and philanthropists). The 
intended audiences are the project participants and their peers, and current and potential investors in wildlife 
health, community members, company and government executives, and politicians.

Priorities and priority activities for 2020/21
The management committee provides a significant leadership role for wildlife health within WHA. Priorities 
for 2020/21 include continuing to:

1. Provide support to the National Biosecurity Committee, Animal Health Committee and 
Australia’s states and territories by delivery of the wildlife component of the National 
Animal Health Surveillance and Diagnostic Strategy

2. Support our member organisations and individuals in their efforts to continue to build 
Australia’s wildlife health system by providing leadership and facilitating funding and 
action and

3. Broadening our work to serve both the membership of WHA and wider community 
interests with an emphasis on biodiversity, environmental biosecurity and the needs of 
Australia’s Chief Environmental Biosecurity Officer.
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Suite E, 34 Suakin Drive
Mosman NSW 2088
Phone: +61 2 9960 6333
www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au
admin@wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au
ABN: 12941442926

Join us - Become a Member

Donations, bequests, and corporate partners
By making a tax-deductible donation to the Wildlife Health Australia Public Fund, you will be supporting an 
organisation that is working to protect our amazing wildlife for future generations. Donations can be made 
here: http://www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Donations.aspx.

If you would like to discuss leaving a gift for Wildilfe Health Australia in your will, please contact Rupert Woods, 
CEO, on 0438 755 078, or rwoods@wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au.

WHA is a sponsorship-friendly organisation looking for partners.  Please contact Rupert Woods, CEO, at 
rwoods@wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au if you are interested or would like to chat. 

WHA aims to link, inform and support people and organisations who work with or have an interest in wildlife 
health across Australia through technical advice, facilitation, communications and professional support.  By 
becoming a member of WHA, you join a network of stakeholders with an interest in wildlife health. 

Membership forms are available on our website, www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au, or via direct link here: 
WHA Membership Form.
 

WHA would like to thank its members, supporters and employees for their dedication and commitment to the 
ongoing development of Australia’s wildlife health system.  
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