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Background – Australian bat lyssavirus

• ABLV is a rhabdovirus, similar to but distinct from rabies virus, first recognised in 1996 
(bats and human)

• All Australian bats are considered susceptible to ABLV: flying-foxes (Pteropus) and 
smaller insectivorous bats

• Infection found in all 4 mainland flying-fox species - Pteropid-ABLV variant
and yellow-bellied sheathtail bat (Saccolaimus flaviventris) - YBST-ABLV variant.
Serological evidence in a broad range of other microbat species

• As for other lyssaviruses: Transmitted by saliva introduced via a
bite or scratch, or contamination of mucous membranes or
broken skin. Causes neurological signs and death. ABLV can
spill over from bats into other species. 

Map: Adapted from Richards and Hall (2012). Source: Animal Health Australia (2013). Response policy brief: Hendra virus infection 
(Version 3.5). Australian Veterinary Emergency Plan (AUSVETPLAN), Edition 3, Standing Council on Primary Industries, Canberra, ACT. 



ABLV - One Health impacts

• Conservation: Bats are the natural reservoir hosts. Prevalence in the 
wild population appears to be low. Individual bats get sick and die, but 
no known impact on the population as a whole.

• Humans: Three deaths in Australia (1996, 1998, 2013) following a
bat bite or scratch. Pteropid variant (2 cases), YBST variant (1 case).

• Domestic animals:
- Two horses in Queensland (2013) - first known case in a domestic 
animal, pyrexia and progressive neurological signs, YBST variant.
- Dog that had caught/eaten a flying-fox was antibody positive, but FAT 
& PCR negative.
- All mammal species likely susceptible to infection, as for other 
lyssaviruses.
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Bat Health Focus Group

• Considers bat health issues within the context of public health, domestic animal health, 
biosecurity and environmental impacts in Australia

• Diverse One Health membership:
• Commonwealth and State / Territory Government – Public Health, Agriculture, Environment
• CSIRO – Australian Centre for Disease Preparedness
• Veterinarians, biologists, ecologists, virologists, epidemiologists
• Australasian Bat Society

• Bat rehabilitators
• Australian Speleological Federation Collaborative One Health

approach



Bat Health Focus Group - activities

• National Australian bat lyssavirus (ABLV) bat testing dataset & 
publication of ‘ABLV Bat Stats’

• Guidelines & resources:
• PPE information for bat handlers, COVID-19 & bats, white-nose syndrome 

preparedness, flying-fox translocation

• Input into national veterinary and public health policy

• Countering misinformation on bat health & zoonotic diseases in 
the public domain

• Working groups
• Advice for organisations with volunteers and students handling bats, public 

health messaging, national microchip database
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National ABLV dataset
• WHA collates a national ABLV dataset in the ‘eWHIS’ 

database

• Data provided by State/Territory WHA Coordinators,
Zoo, Sentinel Clinic and University programs, Public Health 
agency, ACDP

• Data used by public health and biosecurity agencies, 
veterinarians, rehabilitators

Iglesias, R., Cox-Witton, K., Field, H., Skerratt, L. F., & Barrett, J. (2021). 
Australian bat lyssavirus: Analysis of national bat surveillance data from 2010 
to 2016. Viruses, 13(2), 189.









Increased submission of bats for testing:
• Human factors e.g. 2013 media coverage of 

human case & horse cases of ABLV infection
• Bat factors e.g. mortality/morbidity events, 

2019 heat stress, starvation events, bushfires

> 4,000 bats tested in 10 yrs from 2013 to 2022
• Human contact (bite, scratch, etc)
• Pet contact
• Unusual behaviour, neurological signs
• Found dead, trauma, other clinical signs
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Bats & ABLV - prevalence

• Prevalence low in wild bats (<1%).

• Prevalence in bats submitted for testing is 
not representative of the wider bat 
population.

• Higher prevalence in sick and injured bats, 
especially with neurological signs. These 
are the bats that come in contact with
people.

• Variation in prevalence: real effect (e.g. ABLV clusters) OR change in why bats are submitted 
e.g. 2019 – high number of bats submitted, low % positive
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ABLV tested bats – contact with people & pets

Data under-represents actual 
contacts:

• Human/pet contact not 
always reported

• Only where bat available 
for testing
(minority of cases)
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Management of ABLV events
• AUSVETPLAN manual: national policy on surveillance and 

management for lyssaviruses including ABLV

• State/territory government biosecurity agency responsible 
for management of ABLV in animals

• Human contact: Biosecurity (bat testing), Health (human 
follow-up e.g. PEP)

• Pet contact: Biosecurity (bat testing, advice), local 
veterinarian (e.g. post-exposure rabies vaccination)
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Messaging - protection from ABLV

• Members of the public should not handle bats

• Always use appropriate PPE when handling bats

• Maintain current rabies immunity – vaccination & 
titre checks

• First aid and medical attention for a bite, scratch 
or other significant contact



Summary
• ABLV is a true ‘One Health’ disease.

• Bats are the natural reservoir hosts.
ABLV can spill over from bats into other species – human & 
horse cases.

• Prevalence in submitted bats: 1.0 to 9.1%.
Much lower in healthy wild populations (<1%).

• How can surveillance help?
o Identify risk factors
o Inform development of policy e.g. management of in-contact animals
o Inform public health activities – help prevent human cases e.g.

seasonal media releases
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More information
• Wildlife Health Australia website - Bat Health Focus 

Group page: www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au
o ABLV Bat Stats
o PPE Information for Bat Handlers
o COVID-19 & Bats
o White-nose syndrome



Interested in bat health?

A monthly collation of recent 
media articles and publications 

WHA Bat News

admin@wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au



• Australian Government Department of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry

• WHA Bat Health Focus Group

• All our data submitters & surveillance program 
coordinators
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