
 

 1 

Report of Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI) Survey Planning Workshop, held at 
McPhersons, 42 Gill Rd, Tableview, Cape Town, on 18 November 2019. 

 
Background 
 
On 18 October 2018, a workshop was held in Cape Town to discuss health/disease research priorities 
for conserving the endangered African penguin (Spheniscus demersus). A report of that workshop is 
available1 and a progress report on the subsequent actions is appended (Appendix 1). The consensus 
of that meeting was that a HPAI survey of the African penguin population should be undertaken and 
contingency plans drawn up to address the risk of future outbreaks. Accordingly, funding was obtained 
to undertake the survey and a further workshop was needed to brief key stakeholders and obtain 
feedback on the proposal.  
 
A copy of the programme (Appendix 2) and list of attendees (Appendix 3) is provided. Over 20 people, 
from nine organisations, including government, provincial agencies, research institutions and 
universities attended.  
 
 
Funding for Workshop 
 
The workshop was made possible by a donation from Aviornis (Netherlands)2 and by McPhersons3 
offering the meeting facility at a reduced cost. Their contributions are gratefully acknowledged.  
 
 
Presentations  
 
Copies of the presentations will be made available on the Centre for Veterinary Wildlife Website. 
 
1. Prof Darrell Abernethy, from the University of Pretoria, welcomed those attending and showed 

the progress made since the 2018 workshop. He explained that most of the funding for the HPAI 
survey is in place and the purpose of the day was to brief key stakeholder groups and obtain their 
feedback.  

 
2. Albert Snyman from the South African Foundation for the Conservation of Coastal Birds 

(SANCCOB) provided an overview of passive surveillance undertaken by SANCCOB. Between 800 
and 1200 dead seabirds, of 12 species, are recorded at SANCCOB annually, with the major causes 
of mortality being predation, respiratory infections, septicaemia, debilitation and trauma. During 
the HPAI epidemic of 2018, 222 possible cases of HPAI were seen at the rehabilitation centre, 
retrieved from multiple locations on the south-west and southern Cape coasts. 149 were tested 
and 56 were positive (six species). 23 African penguins tested positive.  

 
3. Dr Laura Roberts of the Western Cape Veterinary Services provided an overview of HPAI and why 

it is such a dangerous disease to both birds and people. HPAI H5N8, the source of the epidemics 
in the African penguin, was first detected in 2016, in Russia, and spread globally, possibly through 
migrating waterfowl and waders. In 2017 it spread throughout poultry farms in the Western Cape, 
leading to the death or destruction of 66% of commercial layer poultry. It also affected the ostrich 
industry with 45 farms infected and two-thirds of the 300 farms being placed under quarantine. 

                                                             
1 https://www.up.ac.za/media/shared/761/ZP_Resources/penguinworkshop.zp177358.pdf 
2 https://www.aviornis.nl/over-aviornis/english/ 
3 https://mcphersonsa.com/ 
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She then described the epidemic among wild birds: the first positive case was a swift tern found 
on 20 December 2017 and the first positive African penguins were found on 12 January 2018; the 
worst affected species was the swift tern (Thalasseus bergii; >5 300 carcases, 31 sites) and the 
African penguin (>100 carcases, 12 sites).  

 
4. Dr Katta Ludynia from SANCCOB provided an overview of the Namibian HPAI epidemic on behalf 

of Drs Jessica Kemper and Jean-Paul Roux who were unable to attend. Eleven coastal seabird 
species regularly breed on the Namibian coast, eight of which are locally or globally threatened. 
Of the approximately 25 000 pairs of African penguins in the wild, approx. 5 800 pairs occur in 
Namibia, with 96% of the population occurring on four islands (Mercury, Halifax, Ichaboe and 
Possession). HPAI was first suspected in late 2018 when approx. 20 swift terns died on Mercury 
island. In December, an unusual increase in penguin carcases washed up on the coast opposite 
Halifax and the HPAI H5N8 was confirmed following a visit to the island in January. The estimated 
mortality exceeded 500 penguins, resulting in decimation of two colonies on the island and spread 
to Ichaboe and Mercury islands. Only penguins were affected and mortalities were detected until 
early May.  

 
5. Prof Darrell Abernethy explained the background to the sample size and the balance between the 

cost and power of a survey. The sample size must not be excessive, for cost and ethical reasons, 
but it must be large enough to meet the objectives of the survey. He described the data required 
for the formula for calculating sample size and then showed that 1136 birds would need to be 
sampled from three zones: 377 from Namibia, 378 from the W Cape and 381 from the E Cape.  

 
6. Dr Laura Roberts presented on the benefits and objectives of a proposed survey, which relate to 

answering key questions around HPAI in the penguin population. Is the virus (or antibodies) 
present and if so, at what level? Are there geographical differences and what is the effect of the 
virus on the health of the birds? Although quite a bit is known about HPAI, there are knowledge 
gaps that must be filled in order to address future outbreaks and assist in the development of 
contingency plans. No outbreaks have been previously recorded in penguins (although virus and 
antibodies have been detected) so there is no prior information to guide management strategies. 
What did the 80 carcasses  found in SA and the 500 in Namibia represent? How susceptible were 
the penguins? Were management efforts worthwhile? What is the baseline prevalence? Are 
there reservoirs of future outbreaks left in the population? What are the risk factors for the 
disease and why are there differences between SA and Namibia? In future outbreaks, will the 
management strategy be the same or are more drastic measures necessary? The survey will 
provide essential information that will answer such questions, which will not only assist 
conservation in SA but will have a global impact.  

 
Dr Roberts also explained how the survey will be used to collect additional samples that will be 
used to test for a range of diseases; blood samples will also be biobanked for future research.  

 
7. Dr David Roberts of SANCCOB gave a demonstration of how sampling of penguins will be 

undertaken in the colonies and explained the necessity for personnel who will handle and sample 
the birds to be appropriately trained.  

 
8. Dr Laura Roberts explained how the proposed survey will be undertaken and the number of birds 

that will need to be sampled at each colony.  
 

The presentations were followed by frank but good-natured discussion around the merits and logistics 
of the survey. The single biggest issue was the proposed sample size and whether this could be 
reduced or undertaken over a longer period. There was a consensus view that the survey should be 
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combined with other projects or interventions that required handling of penguins (e.g. Dr Ludynia’s 
transponder project or when penguins from areas around Boulders need to be re-located, or when 
chick-conditioning) and that, wherever possible, birds admitted to SANCCOB be used to complement 
live sampling. It was also agreed that each colony is unique, requiring good communication with 
individual colony managers to discuss the sampling strategy at that site. Managing authorities also 
advised that the need for flexibility in samples from individual colonies should be clearly explained so 
that sample size goals not achieved at some colonies may be able to be made up at others.  
 
The meeting concluded at 1430.  
 
D. Abernethy 
28 November 2019 
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Appendix 1: Progress Report (as at 18 Sept 2019) on Actions Arising From African Penguin Health Workshop. 
 

Excerpt from “African Penguin Workshop: 17 October 2018: Note of Meeting”  

Discussion points from the meeting are shown in the left column and actions/progress since that time in the right one. 

 

(C.5) Discussion on research priorities 

Notes from Workshop Report Actions/Progress/Comment 
a. There was general agreement that HPAI should be a research priority, with the 

following elements to be considered:  
• Baseline data – establish seroprevalence, whether antibodies are 

still present in the population, how this can inform epidemiology 
(impact of AI on penguin health), alignment of testing protocols 
between colonies.  

• Contingency planning: what actions to take in future outbreaks; what 
to do with dead birds, whether to close colonies in future, testing 
protocols to diagnose cause of death 

• Lessons learnt from previous outbreak:  
i. Protocol needed 
ii. Training – post mortems and sampling 
iii. Basic needs like sampling kits 
iv. Collection of data to underpin epidemiological 

analysis to inform future responses 
v. Meeting to be arranged 

 

We have now received funding from 3 different sources, sufficient to 
undertake a survey in both Namibia and SA. Given the time since the 
epidemics, we hypothesise that we should not find virus or antibodies! 
However, the Namibia epidemic highlights the ongoing need for a survey. We 
will also use the opportunity to survey for a range of other diseases. More on 
this in the next few weeks! 
 
Laura Roberts has commenced a PhD on HPAI in wild birds and is explicitly 
focusing on surveillance, contingency, lessons learnt and training 
needs/preparedness as part of her programme. Watch this space for more 
details.  

Other research areas that were discussed include:  
 

 

b. Rehabilitation: what are the determinants of successful rehabilitation? 
 

Funding has been obtained to undertake several research projects at 
SANCCOB, utilising undergraduate and post graduate students. One MSc 
student has already been recruited and another will likely be signed up in the 
next month or so.  
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D. Abernethy 
18 September 2019.  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

c. Marine water quality: what are the effects of heavy metals and 
bioacumulation effects on penguin health? 

 

We are collaborating with the UWC to assess pollutants in penguin tissues and 
whether these are related to their location. An application for funding has 
been submitted and we hope to submit another one in the next two months.  
 

d. Penguin colony health:  
• Monitoring pathogens, comparing colonies, management 

practices and their possible impact e.g. artificial nests fibre 
glass vs wooden boxes 

• Environmental and ecosystem health affecting penguin health 
– drivers and stressors like food availability, 

• Do differing helminth concentrations affect penguin/colony 
health? 

• Weight monitoring as an indicator of health (has been related 
to reprod rate) 

 

Under the same grant application as (c), we hope to explore this in more detail 
by modelling colony/penguin health, incorporating data from the survey at (a) 
above into existing models, exploring additional models (explicit part of the 
current grant application) and undertaking a knowledge gap analysis.  

e. General mortality/morbidity data: App development for utilising citizen 
science for reporting and monitoring purposes.  

 

We have submitted two separate applications for funding for this and are 
awaiting responses.  
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Appendix 2: Copy of Workshop Programme 
 

 
Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI) Survey - Planning Workshop 

 
Location: McPhersons, 42 Gill Rd, Tableview, Cape Town 

 
Date: Monday 18 November 2019 

 
Programme 

 
 

Time Activity Lead 
   

0830 - 0900 Coffee/Tea  
   

0900 - 0915 Introductions/Objectives D. Abernethy 

0915 - 0945 Role of SANCCOB in disease surveillance A. Snyman 

0945 - 1015 HPAI overview L. Roberts 

1015 - 1045 HPAI epidemic in coastal birds – Namibia K. Ludynia 

1045 - 1115 Previous health surveys in African penguins N. Parsons 

   
1115 - 1130 Coffee/Tea  

   
1130 – 1200 Survey design   D. Abernethy 

1200 - 1230 Benefits of a survey L. Roberts 

   
1230 - 1300 Lunch  

   
1330 – 1400 Discussion: Sampling Procedures D. Roberts 

1400 - 1430 Discussion: Sampling Plan L. Roberts 

1430 - 1500 Discussion: General D. Abernethy 

   
1500 Close  

 

 
 

 

 
 

Centre for Veterinary Wildlife Studies 
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Appendix 3: List of Attendees 
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