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Wildlife Disease Surveillance in Australia
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General Surveillance Programs

• WHA State and Territory Coordinators & Environment Representatives

• Zoo Based Wildlife Disease Surveillance

• Sentinel Clinic Wildlife Disease Surveillance

• University Based Wildlife Disease Surveillance

Targeted surveillance & monitoring

• Avian influenza in wild birds 
• Australian bat lyssavirus (ABLV) monitoring

Focus Groups

• Universities Focus Group
• Bat Health Focus Group

Sentinel 
Surveillance 
Program

Electronic wildlife health information system 
(eWHIS)

• WHA administers the national database 
capturing information relating to wildlife health 
surveillance and disease investigations in 
Australia.

• More than 20,000 wildlife health events have 
been reported since the database was 
established.

Sentinel 
Surveillance 

Program

Australia has a national system for wildlife disease surveillance that is 
coordinated by Wildlife Health Australia (WHA).

This integrated system for reporting and data capture relies on coordinated 
programs, focus groups and the central collation of data into the 

eWHIS national database.

The Sentinel Surveillance Program is a WHA partnership with zoos, 
universities and veterinary clinics that connects wildlife professionals and 

captures wildlife disease information.

In 2024, the Sentinel Surveillance Program participants saw more than 
75,000 wildlife cases at their clinics.

Photo: Shana Ahmed

https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Our-Work/Surveillance/Wild-Bird-Surveillance
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Our-Work/Surveillance/Bat-Health-Focus-Group
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Total number of eWHIS records per calendar year

Contributing to the national database - eWHIS

Since the Sentinel 
Surveillance Program 

began, more than 5000 
events have been 

reported to eWHIS from 
program participants.

Zoo-based surveillance startsSentinel clinics addedUniversities added

What is eWHIS?
• The electronic Wildlife Health Information System (eWHIS) is the national 

database capturing information relating to wildlife health surveillance and disease 
investigations in Australia.

• Data is collected in eWHIS from the WHA Coordinators and Environment 
Representatives, Sentinel Surveillance partners, and targeted projects such as the 
National Avian Influenza in Wild Birds Program and Australian bat lyssavirus 
monitoring.

• Program participants enter cases directly into the eWHIS database.
• These entries make a valuable contribution to Australia’s wildlife health system 

and help us build an understanding of current wildlife disease trends and emerging 
issues. 

See pages 8 and 9 for further explanation of 2024 data.

https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Our-Work/Surveillance/eWHIS-Wildlife-Health-Information-System
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Our-Work/Surveillance/WHA-Coordinators-Environment-Representatives
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Our-Work/Surveillance/WHA-Coordinators-Environment-Representatives
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Our-Work/Surveillance/Wild-Bird-Surveillance


Sentinel Surveillance Program: An Overview

• The wildlife disease Sentinel Surveillance Program grew from the successful 
zoo-based program established in 2010 (Cox-Witton et al. 2014) to include 
veterinary clinics from 2014 and universities from 2016.

• The program expanded to 9 zoos, 13 sentinel clinics and 7 universities by the 
end of 2024.

• WHA provides funding to each clinic or organisation for their participation.
• Sentinel veterinary clinics, zoos & universities enter data and participate in 

program activities including quarterly teleconferences chaired by WHA that 
provide opportunity for networking, connection and support across Australia.

• The program improves linkages between veterinary clinics, zoos, 
universities and government agencies.
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https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0095127


2024 - Key achievements and developments
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519 events reported to eWHIS through the program, contributing 34% 
of the total eWHIS submissions for the year.

Participants saw more than 75,000 wildlife cases at their clinics, the 
highest caseload ever recorded for the program.

Alice Veterinary Centre and Katherine Veterinary Clinic (NT), and 
the Forth Valley Veterinary Clinic (Tas) were added as new sentinel 

clinics expanding the program caseload and geographic reach.

6 disease investigations from the Sentinel Surveillance Program were 
funded through the NSDI program.

WHA team members visited 9 program partners around the country 
establishing relationships and building networks.

Program partners contributed to enhanced bird flu surveillance in 
wild birds. 

https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Our-Work/Surveillance/National-Significant-Disease-Investigation-Program


eWHIS Reporting - 2024 Summary:
• In 2024 we saw the highest yearly total of eWHIS entries ever reported 

through the sentinel surveillance program (519 events). 
• Entries have ranged annually from 87 to 486 since the program began in 

2010.

• Most of the events involved free-ranging wildlife (96%).
• 83% of the eWHIS records reported by the Sentinel Surveillance Program 

involved a single animal. There was 1 event that reported more than 3000 
animals affected in a single event. This was a lorikeet paralysis syndrome 
event, see page 9 for further information.
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Species:
• Events involving more than 150 different species were reported to eWHIS.

• Birds were the most frequently reported (see chart below). This is different to 
previous years where bats were typically most frequently reported to eWHIS 
(the majority for ABLV testing). This is likely a reflection of increased bird flu 
surveillance.
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eWHIS Reporting: Disease investigations

• Testing was undertaken to exclude significant 
diseases including avian paramyxovirus, 
lyssavirus, Japanese encephalitis, Hendra virus, 
Brucella and influenza A.

• In 2024 Australia remained the only continent that 
had not detected high pathogenicity H5 bird flu, 
and the Sentinel Surveillance Program contributed 
to enhanced surveillance for this disease.

• Compared to 2021, the number of events with 
avian influenza exclusions increased by 38% in 
the Sentinel Surveillance Program.
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Common diagnoses
Botulism 

(confirmed or suspected)
Dermatitis

Sarcoptic mange

Ecological cause

Toxoplasmosis

Mycobacteriosis – M. ulcerans

Mycosis

Emaciation

• Sentinel surveillance program participants undertake disease investigations in- 
house or through university, private or government laboratories. 

• Participants can utilise the National Significant Disease Investigation Fund, 
which supported 6 disease investigations through the program in 2024.

• Program participants select cases for eWHIS entry based on national priority 
areas that include notifiable diseases, mass mortalities, public health and zoonotic 
diseases, poisoning events, or new and emerging diseases. 

• The most common presentation for reported disease events were weakness/ 
depression or trauma. 

21% 20% 15% 14% 9% 20%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Presenting Syndromes

Weakness/Depression
Trauma
Nervous Signs and Organs of Special Sense (including exophthalmia)
Skin Lesions (including colour change)
Found Dead
Other

For more information on 
diseases that can affect 

Australian wildlife see WHA’s 
Fact Sheets.

https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Incidents/Incident-Information/alert-h5n1-h5-bird-flu-global-outbreak
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Resource-Centre/Fact-Sheets


Caseload data 2024:
• In addition to submitting wildlife health event information into eWHIS, Sentinel 

Surveillance Program participants also submit monthly wildlife caseloads 
totaling how many wildlife cases are seen per month by their organisation. 

• In 2024 75,359 wildlife cases were seen by Sentinel Surveillance Program 
organisations. This is the highest caseload total ever recorded for the program, 
showcasing a significant surveillance effort.
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Species group Total caseload Percentage of total 
caseload

Avian 38011 64.4%
Mammal 16037 27.2%
Reptile 4732 8.0%
Amphibian 272 0.5%
Fish 14 0.0%

• Of the wildlife cases seen, a majority were bird species, making up 64.4% of 
all cases. This is consistent with previous years.

• In 2024 there was an outbreak of lorikeet paralysis syndrome (LPS) in 
northern NSW and southeastern Qld. Several program clinics were in the 
outbreak zone and saw increased presentations of lorikeets during this time. 
This has likely contributed to the the high number of bird presentations and the 
high overall caseload total for 2024. 

https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Incidents/Incident-Information/incident-lorikeet-paralysis-syndrome-nsw-qld-ongoing


Utilisation of information from the Program
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• Data submitters can select the level of 
confidentiality and access for each 
individual record.

• WHA seeks approval before release or 
publication of specific information.

Information is used for:
• Publications including Animal Health Surveillance Quarterly, ABLV Bat 

Stats, Wild Bird News and WHA Fact sheets.  
• International World Organisation for Animal Health (WOAH) reporting.
• Annual report on poisoning events to the APVMA. 
• Data to inform EAD outbreak responses.
• Keeping government informed e.g. new disease findings.
• Data access requests for disease risk assessments, research projects, 

and publications.

Data ownership:
• Ownership of data in eWHIS remains with the data submitter and WHA 

Confidentiality Principles & the Data Management Policy apply.

https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Resource-Centre/Surveillance-Reports
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Resource-Centre/Bat-Health
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Resource-Centre/Bat-Health
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Resource-Centre/Surveillance-Reports
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Resource-Centre/Fact-Sheets
https://www.woah.org/en/home/
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Confidentiality
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Data-Policy
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Further information and links
Reference:
• Cox-Witton K, Reiss A, Woods R, Grillo V, Baker RT, Blyde DJ, et al. (2014) 

Emerging Infectious Diseases in Free-Ranging Wildlife–Australian Zoo Based 
Wildlife Hospitals Contribute to National Surveillance. PLoS ONE 9(5): 
e95127. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0095127 

Other Resources:
• National Significant Disease Investigation Fund: 

www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Incidents/Disease-Investigation-Funding  
• Sentinel Surveillance Program webpage: 

https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Our-Work/Surveillance/Sentinel-
Surveillance 

• WHA Coordinator contacts: 
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Incidents/WHA-Coordinator-Contacts 

WHA thanks all the veterinary clinics, zoos and universities in this 
program for their tireless work caring for and treating our native 

wildlife, and their valuable contributions to wildlife health surveillance.

We also thank Animal Health Australia for their management of the 
NSDI funding program and the Zoo and Aquarium Association for 

co-administering the zoo program.

Scan here to visit our website!

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0095127
http://www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Incidents/Disease-Investigation-Funding
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Our-Work/Surveillance/Sentinel-Surveillance
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Our-Work/Surveillance/Sentinel-Surveillance
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Incidents/WHA-Coordinator-Contacts

