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We think it is time for the EU to re-evaluate the pigeon in the context of avian influenza.
We ask for a sympathetic consideration of the points explained.
Racing pigeons are dead-end hosts of avian influenza viruses (AIV) and play a negligible epidemiological role in the spread. There is extensive and conclusive scientific evidence about
this subject.
In more than 150 years of active organized pigeon racing and pigeon breeding, there has
never been a documented AIV transmission within pigeon populations in Europe, nor have
pigeons spread AIV to commercial poultry.
As a consequence of these available data, Germany and French already issued a new legislation, following advice of their veterinary board.
We have compiled very comprehensive overviews to explain this:

• Current situation in Europe
• Current legislation
o German law (German) , annex 1
o France law (French) , annex 2
• Risk Assessment
o IVPA statement (English) , annex 3
▪ 3.1. BDRG statement (German)
▪ 3.2. AVIS 2017 France (French)
▪ 3.3. UK 2017 H5N8 (English)
▪ 3.4. Pigeon AI article Abolnik 2020 (English)
• Current situation for the import to the USA
• Research
• Citation from experts in AI
• Effect on the economy

Current situation in Europe
(https://ec.europa.eu/food/animals/animal-diseases/control-measures/avian-influenza_en)

Highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) outbreaks
21.10.2020
Scientific report, EFSA, Avian influenza overview May – August 2020
Between 16 May and 15 August 2020, seven highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI)
A(H5N8) virus outbreaks were reported in Europe in poultry, with one outbreak reported in
Bulgaria (n=1) and six in Hungary (n=6) and one low pathogenic avian influenza (LPAI)
A(H5N3) virus outbreak was reported in poultry in Italy. All six outbreaks detected in Hungary
were secondary outbreaks and seem to be the tail end of the HPAI A(H5N8) epidemic that was
observed in poultry over the winter and spring in central Europe from December 2019 (n=334).
Genetic analysis of the HPAI A(H5N8) viruses isolated during this reporting period from Bulgaria and Hungary did not identify any major changes compared to the viruses collected in the
respective countries during the first months of 2020. This suggests a persistence of the virus in
the two countries rather than new introductions via infected wild birds. HPAI A(H5N8) virus
has been detected in poultry and wild birds in western Russia within the reporting period, and
as of the middle of September also in Kazakhstan. The presence of HPAI virus in western Russia and in north Kazakhstan, spatially associated with autumn migration routes of wild waterbirds, is of concern due to the possible spread of the virus via wild birds migrating to the EU.
It is highly recommended that Member States take appropriate measures to promptly detect
suspected cases of HPAI, including increasing biosecurity measures. According to past experiences (2005-2006 and 2016-2017 epidemic waves), the northern and eastern European areas
might be at higher risk of virus introduction in the coming autumn-winter season and should be
the key regions where prompt response measures to early detect the virus should be set up.

2019
During 2019 HPAI H5N6 subtype was confirmed in wild birds which is closely related to other
viruses detected during 2017/2018 in wild birds. There were few HPAI outbreaks in poultry
during the course of the year. The outbreaks were confirmed in Bulgaria in March-April.
2018
HPAI of subtype H5N6 re-appeared in a captive bird holding in Germany on 1 September.
After two months of absence of infection, two new outbreaks of HPAI H5N8 have been confirmed in Bulgaria on 19 September and on 3 October.
All HPAI detections in wild birds during 2018 in Finland, Sweden, the Netherlands, Germany,
Ireland, Slovak Republic, the United Kingdom and Denmark are attributed to HPAI H5N6 with
the last confirmation in three wild pheasants (Phasianus colchicus) found dead in Denmark on
19 September 2018. During the second half of 2018, outbreaks of HPAI of subtype H5N8 continued to be confirmed in poultry in Bulgaria, last in mid-December.
2016/2017
In October 2016, HPAI of subtype H5N8 virus was first detected in a wild mute swan found
dead at a lake in Hungary The virus was then identified in wild birds, poultry farms and/or

captive bird holdings (e.g. in zoos) in 19 EU countries: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia,
Czech Republic, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden, Romania and the United Kingdom. Member States
with a high density of duck and geese holdings were most affected. In addition, Finland, Ireland,
Lithuania, Portugal, Slovenia and Cyprus identified HPAI virus only in wild birds. Outbreaks
in poultry and cases in wild birds sharply declined by end April 2017, but from July to December 2017 HPAI outbreaks of subtype H5N8 were again confirmed in poultry farms in Northern
Italy and Bulgaria.
In mid-December 2017 the Netherlands detected HPAI of subtype H5N6 in a poultry holding
and in captive bird holdings. Based on the genetic analysis of HPAI H5N6 viruses recently
detected in Europe and Asia, the EU Reference Laboratory for avian influenza concluded that
the European strains can be differentiated from those strains associated with zoonotic infection
in Asia. Furthermore, they do not carry any virulence markers strongly associated with human
infection risk. There have been no reported human infections with this particular genetic sublineage of H5N6.
The veterinary authorities of affected EU countries immediately took EU control measures
(Council Directive 2005/94/EC) to possibly prevent virus spread to other poultry holdings and
established protection and surveillance zones around the infected holdings. The Commission
continues to call for maintaining extreme vigilance and strict biosecurity on farms to prevent
contacts between wild birds and poultry. It has adopted urgent protective measures in relation
to these outbreaks. The disease situation and the measures adopted by the Commission are regularly reviewed during the periodical meetings of EU countries experts at the Standing Committee on Plants, Animals, Food and Feed.
The Commission has published updated rules on biosecurity and risk mitigation measures on
poultry farms which obtained unanimous support by EU countries. These measures follow
EFSA's advice and are in particular directed at preventing contact with wild birds, as well as
early detection systems. The implementation of these measures by the farmers is crucial to
prevent future HPAI outbreaks on farms.

Current legislation
Europe
COUNCIL DIRECTIVE 2005/94/EC of 20 December 2005 on Community measures for the control of avian influenza and repealing Directive 92/40/EEC
(https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32005L0094)

SECTION 6
Derogations and additional biosecurity measures
Article 33
Derogations

SECTION 3
Measures to be applied in protection zones
SECTION 4
Measures to be applied in the surveillance zones

Germany
Bundesrat Drucksache 352/18 31.07.18 AV
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Verordnung des Bundesministeriums für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft
Dritte Verordnung zur Änderung der Geflügelpest-Verordnung

France
https://alineabyluxia.fr/fr/lr/arrete/2017/3/30/AGRG1709857A

Risk Assessment
France

United Kingdom

Risk assessment on the likelihood of spread of H5N8 Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza associated with racing pigeons
Qualitative Risk Assessment March 2017

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/599998/qra-avian-flu-racing-pigeons.pdf

Current situation for the import to the USA
Since 2012 USA does not include columbiforms in the importation restrictions due to avian
influenza. The probable reason is that, after risk-assessment, the US has also come to the
conclusion that pigeons play a negligible role in the transmission of avian influenza.

Import Alert: HPAI restrictions for avian commodities originating from or transiting Australia
Issuance Date: August 4, 2020
Effective date: July 24, 2020
Effective July 24, 2020, and until further notice, the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Animal and
Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) Veterinary Services (VS) is restricting the importation
of poultry, commercial birds, ratites, avian hatching eggs, unprocessed avian products and byproducts, and certain fresh poultry products from Australia. Any of these commodities originating
from or transiting through Australia are prohibited, based on the diagnosis of highly pathogenic
avian influenza in domestic birds.
Under these restrictions, processed avian products and byproducts originating from or transiting
Australia imported as cargo must be accompanied by an APHIS import permit and/or government
certification confirming that the products were treated according to APHIS requirements.
Processed avian products and byproducts for personal use from or transiting through Australia
which may enter in passenger baggage and does not have a thoroughly cooked appearance, or is
not shelf-stable as a result of APHIS approved packaging and cooking (i.e. packaged in hermetically sealed containers and cooked by a commercial method after such packing to produce articles
that are shelf stable without refrigeration), must also be accompanied by a APHIS import permit
and/or government certification confirming that the products/byproducts were treated according to
APHIS requirements.
Unprocessed avian products and byproducts originating from or transiting through Australia will
not be permitted to enter the United States. This includes hunter harvested, non-fully finished
avian trophies and meat.
Importation of poultry, commercial birds, ratites, and hatching eggs will be prohibited. However
pet and zoo birds, pigeons and doves, may be imported under an APHIS import permit, and will
be subject to a 30-day quarantine at the New York Animal Import Center in Newburgh, NY or the
Miami Animal Import Center in Miami, FL.
These restrictions will be updated as additional epidemiological information is obtained. Current
information can be found on the APHIS website:
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/ourfocus/animalhealth/animal-and-animal-product-import-information/animal-and-animal-products-imports

Research – Scientific articles

Celia Abolnik, 2020
NRF-DSI South African Research Chair in Poultry Health and Production
Department of Production Animal Studies, Faculty of Veterinary Science, University of Pretoria, South
Africa
Email: celia.abolnik@up.ac.za

Influenza A virus infection of pigeons
Lecture given at the 1st World Congress of the IVPA, 6-7 March 2020, Warsaw, Poland

Citation from experts in AI

Prof. Krzysztof Smietanka during 1st European Colombopathological Consultations in
june 2018 in Krakow, Poland

Dr. Ir. Mieke Steensels, Scientist, Head of the National Reference Laboratory AI/ND,
Avian Virology and Immunology Service, Sciensano (formerly known as Coda - Cerva),
Belgium
– a personal e-mail 11.03.2019 –
She will give a lecture on 15.03.2019 in Gelsenkirchen, Germany (FCI pigeoncongress for vets) on the mentioned studies.
Hieronder een korte samenvatting van de studies
De finale conclusie is erg belangrijk voor ons. De bekomen data zijn erg bemoedigend maar een veralgemening zou op dit moment nog erg gevaarlijk zijn.
Scientific literature describing the sensitivity of pigeon for HPAI viruses contains quite some contradictory information.
Not only the type, age and general condition of the pigeon play an important role in the disease outcome, even more determinant is the strain under evaluation.
In a recent study, the sensitivity of 2 to 4 year old racing pigeon, in good health condition, for 3 HP
H5 viruses was evaluated under experimental conditions by oculonasal infection.
One clade 2.2.1.c H5N1 (Indonesia 2014) virus and two clade 2.3.4.4.b H5N8 (Belgium 2017) viruses
were evaluated in parallel. The clade 2.2.1.c is a strain that emerged before the other two, named
ancestor H5N1 hereafter. The clade 2.3.4.4.b H5N8 viruses were both isolated in Belgium during two
consecutive waves of H5N8 introduction, named early and late H5N8.
A clear difference in sensitivity was demonstrated in clinical outcome, viral excretion and viral tropism towards the organs for the three strains. Only in the group infected with the ancestor_H5N1, 4
out of 12 pigeon demonstrated severe neurological symptoms before dying. In the two other groups
clinical symptoms and mortality remained undetected. At the level of viral excretion and viral presence in the organs a gradual difference became apparent: with the ancestor leading, followed by the
early clade 2.3.4.4.b H5N8 virus and only thereafter the late H5N8 isolate followed with no viral excretion nor viral presence in the organs. Possibly a prolonged circulation results in reduced pathogenesis.
An in vivo transmission study, again under experimental conditions, from racing pigeon towards
highly susceptible specific pathogen free white leghorn chicken was performed. None of the three
viruses under evaluation was able to be transmitted towards the Galliformes sentinels, supported by
the absence of seroconversion.
These data demonstrate that pigeon are sensitive to HPAI-H5, with or without demonstration of
clinical symptoms, resulting in a risk for silent circulation. For these 3 HP-H5 viruses under evaluation viral transmission to Galliformes species was absent, although re-assuring, this transmission
data is to be interpreted with care. Extrapolation or generalization of these data is dangerous as
this seems to be highly strain-dependent; a larger panel of viruses should be investigated to make
this observation more scientifically sound.

Effect on the economy
Economical aspects in Belgium
(Masterproef A. Blancke, 2015)
How big is the economical impact of the pigeon sport in Belgium?
During this study there was an obvious link between the sport and the economy.
In 2015 there were 22.970 pigeon fanciers in Belgium, (number 6 in the world, number 1 is
China, 2 is Poland)on quantitative level, but number 1 if you calculate the number of pigeon
fanciers regarding to the full population, number 2 is Taiwan, number 3 is the Netherlands.
Belgium is at this moment worldwide the cradle of the pigeon sport, mostly due to the
organization of national races. This is a very great advantage to select quality pigeons.
In 2015 there were 489.519 pigeons that raced on a national discipline. The winners of those
races are wanted on the national and international market.
Other very important components in the eco system of the Belgian pigeon sport: Food,
(electronic) clocking systems, pigeon fancier / breeder, brokers, medical supervising
of the pigeons, organization and media. Also loft building, transport and one loft races are important in Europe.
Belgium alone has around 60 companies which are linked to the pigeon sport, among them
some world players. This means also plenty employment opportunities, there is an estimation
of about 1000 people in Belgium alone, pub owners and vets not included.
40 of these companies realized in 2015 a turnover from 94.251.394 euro. 58.127.404 euro was
for food and additives. The value added taxes that are created by those companies are an
average of 29.25 % of the turn over.
Approximately 1/3 of the turn over is from the national (Belgian) market, which means that
export is a very important aspect in such companies. Especially in the food, additives,
clocking and brokers is this export number very high (60-80 %)
The export for Belgium (next to the traditional countries like The Netherlands, France, Germany and United Kingdom), also East Europe (Poland, Romania), Asiatic countries (Taiwan,
China) ,and the Middle East (Iraq, Quatar).
Countries that are growing in pigeon sport give Belgian companies the opportunity to
grow.But, it is not that easy to grow over there, e.g. in Poland, the products from here are too
expensive, for China there are very strict import rights en high taxes.
The Chinese market is especially for the Belgian pigeon itself. There is a great potential (more
than 300.000 fanciers). The trade in pigeons is nowadays only 15 % of the Chinese market.
For the other related companies the potential is not that high because the price is very important.
In 2015 there were officially about 70.000 pigeons that were sold, with an average of 112.60
euro, but… the pigeons that were sold individual is not counted in, so these numbers will be
in reality much higher. For the future they expect that the trade of pigeons will be much higher, but therefor they have to race so the buyers can judge on their quality.

In Belgium +/- 4 % of the fanciers are (semi-) professional, but also hobby fanciers are
willing to give more money for extra tools, additives, etc…
The cost for 1 pigeon per year is +/- 30 euro, this means that all Belgian pigeon fanciers alone
spend already 58.290.000 euro for their pigeons, = 2538 euro per fancier a year. This without
all the costs to race and the additives.
When there are no races, there will be no winners, no as pigeons that are very valuable, also
the need for additives, medical supervising, etc is not that high at that moment.
So it is very clear that the economic aspect for everything that is related with the pigeon sport
is not negligible at all, in contrary.
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