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NAQS Surveillance

Northern Australia Quarantine Strategy

• Established in 1989

• Focused on early detection (via surveillance) 

of new pests, diseases and weeds that may 

enter via unregulated biosecurity risk 

pathways into northern Australia.

• Conducts active, targeted surveillance for 

priority pests, weeds and diseases.

• Supports general surveillance through the 

‘Biosecurity Top Watch!’ program

• One of a handful of Commonwealth-led onshore 

operational biosecurity surveillance programs.
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Surveillance methods
An array of surveillance activities

Surveillance methods include:

• Feral animal surveys

• Domestic animal surveys

• Sentinel herds

• Environmental sampling

• Insect trapping

• General surveillance

• Offshore surveillance
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Avian influenza
(Bird flu)

Can affect all types of birds

• Wild birds, chickens, ducks
• Can also affect some mammals

Signs in sick birds

• Difficulty breathing, coughing
• Eye and nose discharge
• Acting strange / weak / difficulty walking
• Mass death of lots of birds in severe 

outbreaks
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Avian influenza

• Type A influenza virus

• Waterfowl and shorebirds are natural 
reservoirs and rarely show signs of 
disease

• Low pathogenic vs Highly pathogenic 
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Avian influenza
Global perspective

• Significant AI outbreaks globally over last few 

years

H5N1 (clade 2.3.4.4b) (aka “the bad clade”)

• Migratory birds play a role in moving the viruses 

around – primarily waterfowl
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East Asian – 

Australian flyway

Increased risk of 

incursion to Australia 

during September to 

November
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Avian influenza
What’s happened recently?

• The bad clade continues to spread globally
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Avian influenza surveillance – What is currently 
happening?

•Targeted surveillance

• Regular visits monitor sites over time

• Data reported to NAIWB

•General/passive surveillance

• Investigations into sick and dead birds

• Supported by public awareness and 
engagement
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The challenge to increasing 
surveillance 

Tropical environments present unique challenges for sample 
collection. 

• Remote locations may have limited refrigeration facilities and 
long transport times.

• The performance of an RNA preserving media (eNAT®) was 
compared with virus transport media (VTM). 

• VTM is phosphate buffered gelatine saline (PBGS) supplied 
by Berrimah Vet Lab.

• eNAT® is a Guanidine thiocyanate based medium supplied 
by Copan.
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Field sampling

Fourteen sampling surveys carried out between December 2022 
and September 2023.

• Four different sites - two in the Northern Territory and two in 
Western Australia. 

• Fresh waterfowl faeces swabbed simultaneously using two 
flocked swabs. 

• One swab was placed in VTM, and one in eNAT®.

• 553 paired environmental faecal samples were collected.

• Samples were tested with a Type A influenza qPCR. 
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Conclusion

Field samples stored in eNAT® and VTM media returned similar 
results on Type A influenza qPCR.

• The eNAT® method reliably picks up avian influenza virus in 
environmental faecal samples.

• Use of eNAT has benefits for surveillance in hot and remote 
environments.

Note that all positive samples were confirmed as endemic 
low pathogenic avian influenza strains.
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IOTs
Ashmore 

reef

Coral Sea

Avian influenza surveillance – Increasing activities

Norfolk 
island

Groups contributing to surveillance and reporting:

Indigenous ranger groups 

Torres Strait Biosecurity Officers

DCCEEW – Parks Australia

Traditional owners and communities

Bird enthusiasts and field naturalists
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