
A Bird’s Eye View 

of H5N1

The views, information, or opinions expressed herein are solely those of the individuals involved

and don't necessarily represent those of the AWS, WaterRA, One Basin or their employees.

A collaboration with:

A cross-disciplinary conversation on what the 
arrival of H5N1 bird flu means for the Murray-
Darling Basin, and for the living systems the 
region’s health and prosperity quietly rest on.



Acknowledgement of Country

We acknowledge and pay respect to the

Traditional Owners of the Murray–Darling

Basin and their Nations.

We invite you to write in the chat now and acknowledge the 

Traditional Owners of the location you’re joining from today.
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Our vision and purpose
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Australia’s irrigation regions are the most productive, 
resilient and sustainable in the world.

We work together to grow value from water in a 
changing world. 

Vision

Purpose
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To join our mailing list, please 

scan the QR code or visit 

onebasin.com.au/newsletter



Today’s presenters
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Ariella Helfgott

Adelaide 

University

Craig Wilkins

Murray Darling 

Conservation 

Alliance

Kevin Slavin

Fairfield Bio
Geoff Reid

One Basin CRC

Neville Crossman

One Basin CRC
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H5N1 bird flu is more 
than a wildlife disease

It is a threat to Country, culture, food, 
kinship and responsibility.

Geoff Reid
First Nations Engagement Lead

First Nations MER Lead – Flow-MER



Acknowledgement of Country

We acknowledge and pay respect to the Traditional Owners of the 

Murray-Darling Basin and their Nations. 

We pay respect to the Traditional Owners of the lands and the waters 

upon and around which our organisations are situated. 

We acknowledge their deep cultural, social, spiritual, environmental 

and economic connection to their lands and waters. We pay respect to 

their Elders - past, present and future.

7



8

When birds are harmed, cultural 
systems are harmed

Spiritual

Birds can be Totems, Ancestors, 

messengers and part of ceremony, 

story and identity.

Physical

Wild birds and eggs remain food 

sources in some communities. 

Disease can affect access, confidence 

and food security.

Ecological

Birds pollinate, spread seed, control 

insects and connect land, water and sea 

Country.



Birds carry culture and obligation
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Caring for birdlife is caring for 

Country

First Nations knowledge comes from long 

observation of seasons, breeding, movement, 

behaviour and change. That knowledge must 

sit alongside veterinary science, ecology and 

public health.
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DEPARTURE FLYWAY RETURN

Shared responsibility

Birds cross many Countries and 

national borders; no single place 

can protect them alone.

Generational 

knowledge

Arrival times and seasonal signs 

are remembered and passed on.

Relationships continue

The birds return carrying ecological 

connections that are thousands of 

years old.

Migratory birds connect 
Countries across oceans
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Equip and train

Fund role-specific training, 

PPE, clear protocols and 

trusted local contacts before an 

incident.

Respect Country

Follow cultural authority, 

access permissions and 

protocols for places, knowledge 

and significant species.

Observe and report

Recognise unusual illness or 

deaths, keep distance, record 

details and use agreed 

reporting channels.

Early warning from Country

Rangers and community members are regularly on remote land, wetlands, islands and sea Country.

Their observations can support early warning but responsibility must come with resources and authority.

First Nations people may be 
the first to see the signs
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Preparedness must be designed 

with First Nations people now

Plan with us

Include Traditional Owners, cultural 

authorities and ranger organisations in 

governance and local response plans.

Share decisions

Combine First Nations knowledge and 

Western science, with consent, authority 

and two-way communication.

Invest before crisis

Fund training, PPE, surveillance, 

communications and culturally appropriate 

resources.
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Our ask

Listen early Prepare together Act with respect

Protecting birds is protecting Country
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www.onebasin.com.au

Thank you



 H5N1 Bird Flu in the Murray-Darling

Craig Wilkins | August 2026



Our Alliance













Eastern Australian Waterbird Aerial Survey - October 2025 Annual Summary Report (Porter, Kingsford et al)





3 Vital Actions
 

1. Strengthen Viable Breeding Events
2. Protect & Restore Wetlands

3. Remove & Reduce Threats 

Photo credit: Duncan Wilson



Key Takeaway
 

• Healthy birds stand a better chance of survival
• Wetlands are essential for bird health

• We need more water on more wetlands, more often

Photo credit: Duncan Wilson



Key Takeaways
 

• Healthy birds stand a better chance of survival
• Wetlands are essential for bird health

• We need more water on more wetlands, more often

•This is a no regrets investment!                

Photo credit: Duncan Wilson



Economic considerations 
of bird flu (H5N1)

Professor Neville Crossman

Program Leader (Adaptation and Innovation) – One Basin CRC

Professorial Research Fellow in Economics – Flinders University

We acknowledge and pay respect to the Traditional Owners of the Murray-Darling Basin and their 

Nations. We pay respect to the Traditional Owners of the lands and the waters upon and around which 

our organisations are situated. We acknowledge their deep cultural, social, spiritual, environmental and 

economic connection to their lands and waters. We pay respect to their Elders - past, present and future.



Types of economic impacts of highly 
pathogenic avian influenza (H5N1 & others)

Sector Definition

Poultry industry Impacts to poultry and related sectors including poultry farms, 

hatcheries, slaughterhouses and input suppliers

Government (agriculture and 

veterinary services)

Costs to public agricultural and veterinary institutions including 

biosecurity & primary industries ministries, veterinary authorities & 

services, regulatory authorities and national laboratories

Public health Costs to public health sector including to hospitals, broader societal 

impacts and increased demand on health services

Other businesses Impacts to non-agricultural sectors such as insurance, tourism, 

transport, retail and food services

Environment Impacts to wildlife populations and biodiversity and associated 

economic values of ecosystem services

Source: Nisaa et al. (2026) Global economic impacts of Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza: A systematic review and impact framework. Preventative Veterinary Medicine, 251, 106827



Size of economic impacts in other countries

Source: Nisaa et al. (2026) Global economic impacts of Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza: A systematic review and impact framework. Preventative Veterinary Medicine, 251, 106827



Value of Australian chicken meat industry

Source: Deloitte Access Economics (2025). Economic contribution of Australia’s chicken meat industry. AgriFutures Australia

Note: Commercial chicken meat and egg production are currently completely free of H5 avian influenza

and eggs and chicken are safe to eat. Poultry industry is putting in place strong biosecurity practices.



Ecosystem service values at risk from 
bird flu in the Murray-Darling Basin

Ecosystem 

service

Description Value examples Source

Tourism & 

Recreation

Reduced visits to natural 

habitats

Tourist expenditure estimated at 

$15 billion per year

MDBA 

(2024)

Tourism (bird 

watching)

Reduced expenditure by bird 

watchers

%15 increase in ecosystem health 

worth up to $20,000/yr at key sites

Smart et al 

(2026)

Wetland habitat Loss & degradation of habitat $13 billion community willingness 

to pay for environmental 

improvements

Hatton 

MacDonald 

et al. 

(2011) 

Spiritual and 

Cultural

Degradation of culturally 

significant sites and loss of 

traditional practices.

Very hard to estimate monetary 

value



Annual birdwatching expenditure 
at Murray-Darling Basin hotspots

Source: Smart et al. (2026). An interdisciplinary analysis of recreational birdwatching and wetland extent in the Murray-Darling Basin, Australia. iScience, 29, 114743.



Predicted increase in annual birdwatching 
expenditure with increase in ecosystem health

Source: Smart et al. (2026). An interdisciplinary analysis of recreational birdwatching and wetland extent in the Murray-Darling Basin, Australia. iScience, 29, 114743.
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