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ADVICE FOR CLEARING WILD BIRD CARCASES IN OUTDOOR AREAS DURING 
THE HIGH PATHOGENIC BIRD FLU OUTBREAK H5NX 2020–2021 

Working group AImpact2021, 13 November 2020 

Reason for advice 

The first step in finding dead wild birds is reporting through the appropriate official 

channels: NVWA (045–546 31 88) on >3 ducks, geese, swans in (more or less) the same 

location, or >20 birds from other bird species in (more or less) the same location; in other cases 

Sovon (www.sovon.nl/nl/content/vogel-en-zoogdierdoelen) and DWHC 

(www.dwhc.nl/meldsvorm/). The reports together give these organizations a picture of the course 

of the outbreak. 

In addition, the NVWA and DWHC can decide whether it is necessary to collect 

carcasses for bird flu diagnosis by WBVR in Lelystad. This keeps people informed of the 

locations and sources of infection of bird flu. 

Wild bird carcasses are cleaned up in populated areas and in outlying areas where a lot of 

public comes, for reasons of hygiene and the risk of the virus spreading. However, it is not so 

clear to site managers what the best course of action is to deal with wild bird carcasses in remote 
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areas where there is little public access. This advice is about the latter: the choice for or against 

clearing wild bird carcasses in rural areas with little public. 

Relevant information about highly pathogenic bird flu virus 

• In general, wild birds that live in or around water (waterfowl in an ecologic sense) can 

be infected with avian influenza virus (AIV) through direct contact with other infected birds, or 

through indirect contact with environmental material (eg water, mud, grass) that is contaminated 

with contaminated excrement (eg faeces, snot) (1). Waterfowl that have often been found dead in 

recent years with highly pathogenic avian influenza virus (HPAIV) are ducks, geese, swans, 

grebes, storks, herons, cormorants, coots, waders, and gulls (2). 

• Some bird species can become infected by eating the muscles and organs of other birds 

with HPAIV infection, either because they prey on infected birds or because they eat carcasses of 

dead, infected birds (3–5). Birds of prey and scavengers that have often been found dead with 

HPAIV infection in recent years include white-tailed eagle, rough-legged hawk, buzzard, 

peregrine falcon, hawk, short-eared owl, great black-backed gull, herring gull and magpie (2) 

(www.oie.int). 

• The full list of 68 bird species in which HPAIV has been detected during the major 

HPAIV outbreak of 2016/2017 can be found in Table A.3 of the relevant EFSA 

report (6). Only virus positive dead birds identified by species are included. 

• AIV in surface waters of the wetlands of Alaska and Minnesota remained infectious 

to birds for more than 7 months during the winter months (September to April) 

(7). 

• In chicken carcasses experimentally infected with HPAIV, the maximum survival 

times for infectious virus under laboratory conditions depended on temperature. 

At +4°C maximum survival was 8 months in feathers, 5 months in muscle and 3 

weeks in liver. At +20°C, maximum survival was 1 month in feathers, 3 weeks in 

muscle and 3 days in liver (8). 

• RIVM estimates that there is a low risk of people becoming infected with the 

HPAIV strains that have been found in wild birds and poultry farming in recent 
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weeks (https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documents/kamerstukken/2020/11/ 10/room 

letter update bird flu-3rd infection and low zoonosis risk). 

Considerations for Disposing of Wild Bird Carcasses in Outlying Areas 

• Carcasses of dead wild birds infected with HPAIV are a source of virus 

contamination for their environment. As a result, birds that rest or forage in that 

environment run an extra risk of becoming infected. 

• Birds of prey and carrion-eating birds that eat HPAIV-infected carcasses are at extra 

risk of becoming infected. 

Choice for cleaning up 

• Outlying area is regularly used by raptors and carrion-eating bird species. 

• Carcasses are located in outlying areas where birds rest or forage in high density (eg 

high water refuge, wetland area, pasture, puddle, lake). 

Choice against cleaning up 

• Carcasses are located in outlying areas where birds of prey or carrion-eating bird 

species are not or sporadically present (unsuitable habitat) or cannot easily reach 

(e.g. undergrowth). 

• Carcasses are located in rural areas where waterfowl occur sporadically. 

• There is no clear indication of carcasses, while entering the area would disturb large 

numbers of wild birds. 

How many carcasses to clean up? 

There is no specific number to indicate here. It depends on the location and the 

circumstances. The best advice is to clean up when there are more carcasses than normal and 

when they are found in situations such as those mentioned under 'Clearance choice'. 

How often do you clean up carcasses? 

No specific frequency can be specified here either. It depends on the course of the 

outbreak, and specifically the number of birds that die per day. This can best be determined by 

regularly (preferably daily) checking the area from a distance, and letting the frequency of 

clearing depend on the degree of bird death. 
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How to clean up? 

• Enter the area with the minimum number of people needed to clean up quickly and 

efficiently, with as little disturbance as possible to the birds present, as this could 

be counterproductive. Clear high water refuges during low water to limit 

disturbance. 

• Combine carcass removal with registration of bird deaths in the area (number per 

species via Sovon or DWHC Web sites. Waarneming.nl can also be used by 

people who are familiar with it. Preferably keep the person in charge of the 

registration 'clean', i.e., he refrains from direct contact with dead birds. Please 

report any rings present via www.vogeltrekstation.nl 

• Coordinate entry into the area with an ornithologist or area manager known locally 

with bird knowledge (also for the registration of numbers, species and rings). 

• Wear adequate personal protection, and adequate disinfection afterwards (including 

footwear!) to prevent contamination of other areas. 

• Transport carcasses in double plastic bags to the appropriate place, to be transported 

to a rendering company. 

• For specific details about personal protection and other hygiene measures, see: 

https://www.nvwa.nl/onderwerpen/vogelgriep-preventiveness-en- 

control/documents/dier/dierspreiden/vogelgriep/protocols/handbook-voor-het-

opruiming -found-dead-wild-waterfowl. 
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