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1 DEFINITIONS AND ACRONYMS 
ABWB  Animal Biosecurity and Welfare Branch (DPIPWE) 
ALOP Appropriate Level of Protection 
APMV1 Avian paramyxovirus 1 
APVMA Australian Pesticides and Veterinary Medicines Authority 
BT Biosecurity Tasmania 
DPIPWE Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment 

(Tasmanian Government) 
HPAI Highly pathogenic avian influenza 
PPMV1 Pigeon paramyxovirus 1 
TPF Tasmanian Pigeon Federation 

 

2 INTRODUCTION 
The Tasmanian import policy for pigeons (Columbia livia) has required health certification 
and the sourcing of birds from flocks that practice vaccination against avian paramyxovirus 
(APMV1) since 2013.  The import policy was implemented to address the risk of 
introduction and amplification of PPMV-1 in unvaccinated Tasmanian domestic pigeon 
populations, with resultant potential health risk to wild birds. After six years, the policy is 
due for routine review.  

The disease status of Tasmania’s pigeons has changed with the detection of two important 
pigeon diseases in Tasmania during this period - pigeon paramyxovirus (PPMV1) and pigeon 
rotavirus, and the regular use of APVM-1 vaccination in racing pigeons.  
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Pigeons and their eggs are regularly imported into Tasmania in order to introduce new 
genetics for all forms of pigeon rearing.  Since July 2018, interstate racing recommenced, and 
racing pigeons enter Tasmania directly as part of scheduled race events from mainland sites 
back to Tasmania. 

This risk assessment reviews the risk of disease introduction into Tasmania through 
importation of live pigeons and their eggs.   

2.1 BACKGROUND 
Conditions for import of pigeons into Tasmania are determined by the General Authority 
for the importation of live pigeons (Columbia livia) and fertile pigeon eggs that was enacted 
on the 22nd March 2013.   

Import conditions were directed to reduce the risk of entry of PPMV1 into Tasmania. 
Conditions require that source flocks for live pigeons and fertile eggs imported into 
Tasmania have had no reports of notifiable diseases, are vaccinated against APMV1 which is 
also effective against PPMV-1, and that all live pigeons imported have received a full course 
of APMV1 vaccination.  

In particular circumstances an importer may apply for a Special Authority that permits 
completion of the APMV1 vaccination course of imported pigeons within Tasmania, with 
conditions to ensure that the imported birds will be isolated until they have received a 
complete vaccination course. 

Since current import conditions commenced in March 2013, the disease status of Tasmania’s 
pigeons changed with the detection of pigeon paramyxovirus (PPMV1) in June 2013 and 
general use of APVM-1 vaccination in racing pigeon flocks.  

A further new pigeon disease, Pigeon rotavirus, was detected in Tasmania in 2017.  

2.2 PURPOSE 
This import risk assessment aims to assess level of risk associated with importation of live 
pigeons and their eggs into Tasmania from interstate and to assess suitability of current 
import requirements for live pigeons and their eggs in relation to the assessed risk. 
2.3 SCOPE 
To determine the disease/pest risk posed by the entry to Tasmania of live pigeons and their 
eggs from mainland Australia. Pigeons and fertile eggs may be imported for the purpose of 
keeping or breeding for racing, show/hobby, meat production or as a pet. The assessment 
addresses risks posed by the importation of pigeons and/or fertile eggs from mainland 
Australia via sea or air ports.  The assessment does not address the importation of birds 
other than domestic pigeons (Columbidae).  The importation of pigeons from outside 
Australia is governed by national law, and is outside the scope of this assessment. 

2.4 METHOD 
This Import Risk Assessment (IRA) followed the Risk Analysis Model described in DPIPWE 
Import Risk Analysis: A Framework of Context, Concepts, Methods and Administrative Procedures, 
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Edition 11.  The assessment was carried out as a desktop exercise by Animal Biosecurity and 
Welfare Branch (ABWB) staff. 

A literature search was conducted targeting key identified pigeon pests and diseases. 
Stakeholders representing Tasmania’s racing and fancy pigeon keeping population were 
engaged by telephone, email and face-to-face discussion.  

The criteria for risk evaluation permits acceptance at or below a ‘very low’ level of 
biosecurity risk, consistent with Tasmania’s pre-defined high, conservative Appropriate Level 
of Protection (ALOP). 

Risk evaluation may lead to removal of specific risk management measures. The general 
biosecurity requirement for imported birds to be healthy and not showing signs of disease 
on visual inspection will remain. 

2.5 PEST PROFILE 
2.5.1 PIGEON PARAMYXOVIRUS (PPMV1) 

Pigeon paramyxovirus is a strain of avian paramyxovirus 1 (APMV1) with a worldwide 
distribution.  The disease first appeared in Australia in 2011, in Victoria, and subsequently 
spread to New South Wales, Tasmania (in June 2013), Western Australia and South 
Australia.  

Avian paramyxoviruses  are  single stranded, negative sense RNA viruses prone to mutation.  
There are a number of different genetic groups contained within nine distinct serotypes, 
APMV-1 to APMV-9.  Newcastle disease (ND) is a commonly used term for virulent APMV-
1, when it is found in poultry.  Clinical disease, caused by virulent (or highly pathogenic) 
strains of APMV-1, has not been identified in Australian wild birds.   

PPMV1 in pigeons has an incubation period of 1-4 weeks, and mortality may vary from 10-
100%.  Recovered birds may continue to shed virus for several weeks.  Clinical signs include 
depression, anorexia, excessive drinking, polyuria, watery to haemorrhagic diarrhea, 
followed by neurological signs – incoordination, paralysis of wings and legs and torticollis, 
and death in one to three days after the onset of clinical signs.  

PPMV1 has predominantly been found in domestic pigeons (racing, show and fancy).  In 
Australia, the disease has also been detected in feral rock pigeons, the native spotted turtle 
dove, and a collared sparrowhawk.  The sparrowhawk was a juvenile bird that may have 
been predisposed to disease due to a concurrent fungal infection2.  In 2013 PPMV1 was 
detected in several domestic pigeon flocks in Tasmania.  The outbreak was managed 
through quarantining of affected flocks, promotion of vaccination and a temporary 
suspension of pigeon races and shows.  There have been no official records of the disease in 
Tasmania since 2013. 

                                                 
1 https://dpipwe.tas.gov.au/Documents/Import_Risk_Analysis.pdf 
2 Australian Wildlife Health Network, 2016 

https://dpipwe.tas.gov.au/Documents/Import_Risk_Analysis.pdf
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2.5.2 PIGEON ROTAVIRUS 
A newly emerged rotavirus, first recorded in Western Australia in 2016, causes high 
mortality, vomiting and diarrhoea in pigeons. There is a new unregistered vaccine available 
to protect birds against this rotavirus. 

The cause of the disease has been identified as an A group rotavirus, subtype G18P.  The 
genotype had not been previously described prior to the outbreak in Australia, and may 
have emerged from a different bird or animal reservoir host.   

The virus has an incubation period of 3-7 days.  Infected birds develop a hunched posture, 
are anorexic and reluctant to move, followed by mucoid diarrhea and vomiting.  Birds begin 
dying at 12-24 hours after the first birds become unwell.  Mortality rates within a loft range 
from 6-30% and have been recorded as high as 50%.  Surviving birds from infected lofts may 
carry the virus for 3 months, or longer. 

The disease has been detected in domestic and feral pigeons.  It is not known if other bird 
species are susceptible but there are no suspicious case records at present.  The risk to the 
commercial poultry sector is considered low based on field experience and a lack of 
suspicious case records. 

The disease has spread to most states in Australia, including a detection in Tasmania in 
March 2017. By mid-2017, the disease was considered to be widespread and common in 
kept pigeon lofts throughout Australia3,4.    

2.5.3 AVIAN INFLUENZA 
Avian influenza viruses (AIV) are found worldwide in numerous bird species, with 
waterfowls (Anseriformes), shorebirds and gulls (Charadriiformes) being the main reservoir 
hosts.  Highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) H7 outbreaks have occurred in Australian 
poultry enterprises on a number of occasions.  HPAI H5 viruses have not been detected in 
Australia5. 

Pigeons and doves (Columbidae) are susceptible to infection by avian influenza viruses. HPAI 
viruses have been detected associated with clinical disease in pigeons, in some instances as a 
co-infection with PPMV16.  However, pigeons and doves are not considered to be effective 
propagators and disseminators of the virus possible acting as “dead end” hosts for AIV, even 
HPAI7.   

Tasmania has active and passive surveillance systems in place for AIV. 

2.6 STAKEHOLDER ANALYSIS 
Stakeholders most likely to be affected by changes in import policy for pigeons are pigeon 
industries in Tasmania including racing pigeons, fancy or show pigeons and meat pigeons or 
squabs. 

                                                 
3 Walker, C. (2018)  
4 Hunnan JC et al. (2019) 
5 Wildlife Health Australia (2018) Avian influenza in wild birds in Australia Fact Sheet 
6 Mansour, S. M. G., et al. (2017) 
7 Abolnik, C. (2014) 

https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Portals/0/Documents/FactSheets/Avian/Avian_Influenza_in_Wild_Birds_in_Australia.pdf
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Racing pigeons 

The Tasmanian Pigeon Federation (TPF) represents 8 clubs and 60 members throughout 
Tasmania8.  A number of racing pigeon clubs also exist outside of the TPF.   

In order to manage the risk posed by Pigeon Paramyxovirus (PPMV), the TPF required all 
members to vaccinate racing birds against APMV1 in order to be permitted to race.  
Vaccination of breeding stock is not required, but is encouraged.    

After the emergence of pigeon rotavirus in 2016, the TPF enacted a 12 month ban on 
interstate racing.  While some racing clubs in southern Tasmania conduct racing in the local 
area only, racing clubs in northern Tasmania have traditionally conducted races from 
mainland Australia.   

The TPF invested funds in development of a rotavirus vaccine.  A vaccine (Rotavax vaccine) 
became available under an APVMA emergency permit9 in 2019, and some, but not all pigeon 
racers commenced vaccination in June 2019.  There is not yet data providing evidence of 
efficacy of the vaccine. 

The TPF racing ban has been lifted since 21st July 2018, and interstate races have 
recommenced. The Federation has introduced their own biosecurity measures to manage 
the risk of further rotavirus introductions into Tasmanian lofts through racing pigeons, by 
not permitting birds belonging to members to return to Tasmania via trailer, and disallowing 
the keeping of birds in interstate lofts prior to races.   

Fancy pigeons 

Fancy pigeons are kept at a small scale by enthusiasts throughout Tasmania.  Birds are 
traded on forums such as Facebook, and are gathered for shows. After the advent of 
rotavirus, the national show for fancy pigeons was cancelled for two years10.  

Pigeon meat producers 

The production of squabs (pigeons for meat) in Tasmania is conducted on a small scale basis 
for personal consumption only.   

Other stakeholders 

The owners and producers of bird species other than pigeons, and the broader Tasmanian 
community have an interest in not permitting the introduction of a pest or disease that 
would pose a risk of adverse impact to either captive birds or Tasmania’s wild fauna. 

2.7 HAZARD IDENTIFICATION 
Pigeon Paramyxovirus (PPMV1) is present in mainland Australia and has been detected in 
Tasmania. There is high likelihood that the disease continues to be present in Tasmania 
and/or has been reintroduced, although the disease has not been reported subsequent to 

                                                 
8 Pers. Com. Ken West, Tasmanian Pigeon Federation 
9 http://permits.apvma.gov.au/PER86180.PDF 
10 Pers.com. Matt Hay, Fancy pigeon breeder 

http://permits.apvma.gov.au/PER86180.PDF
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the original detection.  The disease is not notifiable. It is likely that some pigeon owners may 
be reluctant to present their birds to a veterinarian when sick.   

Existing import policy requires that pigeons imported into Tasmania are sourced from 
pigeon flocks that implement vaccination against APMV1.   

Pigeon rotavirus is widely distributed in mainland Australia, and has been detected in 
Tasmania. The disease has a carrier state and current Tasmanian import conditions are 
unlikely to effectively prevent the entry of this disease in live pigeons entering through a 
border post, or flying in a race.  

An Australian-developed vaccine for pigeon rotavirus has been available in Tasmania since 
June 2019, under an APVMA emergency permit.  There is not yet data to prove efficacy. It is 
currently unknown whether, and for now long vaccination would prevent an animal from 
transmitting the disease. Pigeons previously infected by rotavirus may carry the disease 
without clinical signs for several months.   

Given the low likelihood of imported pigeons or eggs carrying avian influenza this disease 
will not be further considered an identified hazard for the purpose of this analysis. 

The practice of racing pigeons from mainland Australia to Tasmania recommenced in July 
2018. TPF has implemented measures to require separation of Tasmanian pigeons from 
pigeons in interstate lofts prior to a race, however it is not possible to prevent contact with 
interstate domestic or feral pigeons when birds are flying free.  This represents an additional 
pathway for entry of disease that is not controlled or managed through current import 
conditions, which will only be effective for birds imported through official border entry 
points. 
 
All mainland Australia hazards identified in the Hazard Identification phase and other lesser 
diseases are already present in Tasmania, and will therefore not require formal risk 
assessment. 

3 RISK ASSESSMENT 
A formal risk assessment process is not required given presence of all identified hazards in 
Tasmania, however, the likely impact of the diseases’ presence will be considered here. 

General use of APMV1 vaccination in the racing pigeon industry has reduced the likelihood 
of the amplification and release of virus into Tasmanian wild bird populations. There is no 
evidence that PPMV1 will cause an impact greater than low or negligible to public and/or 
wildlife health and biodiversity in Tasmania.   

PPMV1 or pigeon rotavirus may cause high to severe impact to individual pigeon owners and 
entities that organise events or shows that involve the gathering and mixing of birds from 
different lofts. Both diseases are already present in Tasmania, as well as on mainland 
Australia.  Individually tailored biosecurity and vaccination programs carried out by pigeon 
owners, or organisers of events involving pigeons, with advice from their private 
veterinarian are most appropriate to prevent impact from the presence of these diseases. 
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Table 1: Summary of factors considered for hazard identification and risk assessment 

 Pigeon 
Paramyxovirus 1 

Pigeon Rotavirus Avian Influenza 

Present in source (mainland 
Australia) 

Yes Yes Yes (wild 
waterfowl) 

Present in Tasmania Yes 
 (detected 2013) 

Yes 
(detected 2017) 

Yes (wild 
waterfowl) 

Potential pathway in imported 
live pigeons or eggs 

Yes Yes No 

Current import requirements 
may reduce risk of entry 

Yes (flock vaccination) No (vaccination 
not required, no 
proven effective 
vaccine) 

No 

Alternative pathway for entry 
exists 

Yes (interstate racing) Yes (interstate 
racing) 

No 

Recommended for further risk 
assessment 

No No No 

Potential for adverse impact on 
wildlife health or biodiversity 

Negligible Negligible Negligible 

 

4 CONCLUSION  
The removal of the current specific import conditions for live pigeons and their fertile eggs 
would represent no additional risk compared to the current situation.  The general 
biosecurity requirement for imported birds to be healthy and not showing signs of disease 
on visual inspection will remain. 

It is recommended that the import conditions detailed in the General Authority for the 
importation of live pigeons (Columbia livia) and fertile pigeon eggs be removed, and that 
pigeon imports into Tasmania be permitted to occur as with other species of bird that have 
unrestricted entry requirements. 
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