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Australian bat lyssavirus 
In May 2013, the first case of Australian bat lyssavirus (ABLV) in a horse was detected on a property in South East Queensland.

Prior to this case, ABLV infection had been detected in several Australian bat species and humans. ABLV is closely related to, but different from rabies virus.

ABLV infection is a rare disease, however any Australian bat has the potential to be infected with this virus. 

Research indicates that less than 1 per cent of free-living bats are infected with ABLV. ABLV infection is more common in sick, injured or orphaned bats. Of those sick, injured or orphaned bats with signs of central nervous system disease, up to one-third may be infected.

Nature of the disease

ABLV invariably causes fatal meningoencephalomyelitis (inflammation of the brain, spinal cord and their membranes). Clinical disease occurs after a variable incubation period, which can range from days to many months and in some cases years.
The virus is found in the saliva and neural tissue (brain and spinal cord) of infected animals. It is presumed that infection is usually transmitted by bites or contamination of a fresh wound, scratch or mucous membranes (e.g. eyes, nose, mouth) with infected saliva.

The virus does not survive for more than a few hours outside an infected animal. There is no known risk of contracting ABLV from bats flying overhead, contact with bat urine, faeces or blood. 

There is no evidence to suggest ABLV could be contracted through contact with bat saliva on partially eaten fruit. However any fruit that has been partially eaten by any animal should be discarded as it could be contaminated by a variety of germs. 

What if I have been bitten or scratched by a bat?
Any person who has been scratched or bitten by a bat should immediately wash the wound thoroughly with soap and water for at least five minutes. If available, apply an antiseptic such as iodine or alcohol (ethanol).

If bat saliva or neural tissue (brain, spinal cord) comes into contact with the eyes, nose, mouth or broken skin, flush the area thoroughly with water. 

Seek urgent medical advice as post-exposure rabies immunizations and other treatment may be necessary. This is important regardless of previous rabies vaccination, how long ago the exposure occurred, the severity of the wound, the bat species involved or whether or not the bat appears sick.

Disease in humans

ABLV infection in humans is extremely rare and preventable. Infection in humans causes a serious illness which results in paralysis, delirium, convulsions and death.

Prevention of human infection

The best protection against being exposed to the virus is to avoid handling any live bat (including flying foxes).

If you come across a bat alone or an injured, sick or orphaned bat, do not touch the bat. 
Contact the RSPCA on 1300 ANIMAL (1300 264 625), or a local volunteer wildlife care organisation. 

Contact the RSPCA for advice about dealing with dead bats. 

People who handle bats routinely should be vaccinated with rabies vaccine. Only vaccinated people who have been trained in the care of bats and wearing personal protective equipment should handle live bats.

Vaccination consists of a course of rabies vaccine. People with ongoing contact with bats or live lyssavirus in laboratories should have regular blood tests to monitor their levels of protection and/or booster doses of rabies vaccine. 

Disease in bats
The behaviour or appearance of a bat is not an accurate guide to whether it is infected with the virus.

ABLV in bats can cause a range of clinical signs of central nervous system disease including:

· paresis (partial paralysis), inability to fly, hang properly, swallow properly or move about

· paralysis

· tremors, seizures

· unusual vocalisation or incessant licking, and

· changes in behaviour including agitation, aggression and approaching people (it is rare for healthy bats to approach people).

What if my horse is showing neurological signs?

If your horse is sick with a neurological illness, avoid direct contact with the horse and seek advice from your veterinarian. There are many causes of neurological disease in horses, including diseases such as ABLV and Hendra virus that can be transmitted to humans. 

Where possible, isolate the horse from other horses and animals (including dogs and cats).  

If you have been accidently contaminated with the horse’s blood or body fluids, wash the area thoroughly with soap and water. If the eyes, nose or mouth are contaminated, rinse thoroughly with water or saline.  

If the horse is suspected or confirmed to be infected with ABLV, avoid direct contact with the horse and keep children, other people and animals (including dogs and cats) away from it.  

If contact is unavoidable, take steps to avoid direct contact with the horse’s saliva, including washing hands, covering cuts and wearing personal protective equipment (PPE) such as disposable gloves and a face shield, or safety eyewear and a mask. 
Wash hands thoroughly after removing PPE. Dispose of disposable PPE after use, and wash reusable PPE in warm, soapy water before reuse. 

Biosecurity Queensland manages confirmed cases of ABLV in animals.

Disease in horses
Clinical signs displayed in the limited number of infected horses include:

· dullness, weakness

· ataxia (wobbliness)

· fever

· dysphagia (difficulty swallowing)

· muscle tremors

· head pressing

· hypermetria (high-stepping)

· recumbency (laying down)

· seizures.

What if my dog or cat (or other animal) has contact with a bat?

Pet owners should take all reasonable steps to keep their animals away from bats 
(e.g. bring dogs and cats in at night). 
Do not attempt to take a bat out of an animal’s mouth yourself as this can lead to you being bitten or scratched by the bat (see section on What if I have been bitten or scratched by a bat?).
If your dog or cat has had close contact with a bat you should contact your veterinarian to discuss options for managing the risk of infection, including:

· Bats that may have bitten or scratched a pet can be submitted for laboratory testing to establish whether the bat was infected with ABLV.

· Post-exposure vaccination of the pet with rabies vaccine.

· Limit contact with humans and other animals and monitor the pet’s health. If the pet develops clinical signs suggestive of ABLV, seek veterinary advice immediately.

If your dog or cat (or other animal) is sick with a neurological illness avoid direct contact with it and seek advice from your veterinarian.
More detailed information about management options is provided in the ‘Australian bat lyssavirus guidelines for veterinarians’ at www.biosecurity.qld.gov.au. 
Living with bats
Bats are a critical part of our environment. Flying foxes pollinate trees and spread seeds, helping to maintain our native and commercial forests. Microbats help control agricultural pests by eating millions of insects a year. 

Bats will keep to themselves in their roost, some will stay still if approached, while others will try to crawl (microbats) or fly away from you. 

Disturbance of bats whether they are roosting or feeding at night increases the risk of interaction. Therefore it is much safer to leave them alone.  

All Australian bats are protected. This means it is illegal to disturb, harm or kill bats. There are some circumstances where a damage mitigation permit can be granted by the Department of Environment and Heritage Protection to attempt mitigation against damage from bats or their roosts, however certain criteria must be met before this occurs.

Further information

ABLV is a notifiable disease. If you suspect an animal may be infected with Australian bat lyssavirus, you must contact us immediately. This means if you suspect an animal is clinically ill with ABLV or if an animal has been bitten or scratched by a bat or other animal known to be infected with ABLV.
You do not need to notify Biosecurity Queensland about animal contact with a bat unless the bat is known to have ABLV.

Contact Biosecurity Queensland by calling:

· 13 25 23 (business hours), or

· Emergency Animal Disease Watch Hotline on 1800 675 888 (24-hours).
For information about ABLV in animals, including the ‘Australian bat lyssavirus guidelines for veterinarians’, visit the Biosecurity Queensland website

www.biosecurity.qld.gov.au or call 13 25 23.
For information on human prevention and detection of ABLV, visit the Queensland Health website www.health.qld.gov.au or phone 13 HEALTH (13 43 25 84).

For information on ABLV in the workplace, visit the Workplace Health and Safety Queensland website, www.worksafe.qld.gov.au
For information about bats and environmental issues, including safe netting of fruit trees and damage mitigation permits visit the Department of Environment and Heritage Protection website

www.ehp.qld.gov.au or phone 13QGOV (13 74 68).
More information about bat ecology can be found on the Australasian Bat Society website

www.ausbats.org.au or the Bat Conservation and Rescue Queensland website, www.bats.org.au 
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