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Species – Pied cormorant 

Date collected – 7 July 2025 

Location – Bay of Shoals, Kangaroo Island 

History relating to the animal 

Eight pied cormorants (Phalacrocorax varius) were submitted from a single mass mortality 
event from Bay of Shoals, Kangaroo Island. 

Examination 

Three birds were seen alive, weak with paralysis (weakness of limbs) and ataxia (wobbly). Two 
of these birds were on the sandy beach and were unable to fly and ataxic (wobbly). The third 
bird was in the shallow water and was unable to swim and circling (moving in circles with no 
apparent intent). The affected birds were euthanised on humane grounds. Another 5 deceased 
birds were found in the same area and were submitted to the laboratory. These animals were 
already dead and so could not be examined prior to death. 

Necropsy 

The necropsies (looking at the whole body) revealed that the animals had mild effects from 
decomposition. The birds were in moderate to poor body condition with atrophy (wasting) of 
muscle over the pectoral (breast) bone. There was no food present in the 
proventriculus/ventriculus (the top part of a bird’s stomach/ stomach). There were nematodes 
(round worms) present in the gastrointestinal tract (gut), which is a normal finding in wild 
cormorants. All birds were adults, of mixed sex, except for one which was a juvenile female. 

Tissues were collected to test for avian influenza testing and Newcastle disease, and for 
histopathology (looking at tissues under the microscope for more detailed information). Testing 
for brevetoxins and other algal biotoxins, a possibility due to the algal bloom, was requested. 
Samples were collected for other testing that might be indicated after these tests were 
performed. 

Histopathology 

Samples from every major body system were examined under the microscope for the three 
freshest birds. All organs appeared normal (including the presence of the nematodes) except 
for the kidney and liver in bird 2.  

In the kidney, there were ova (eggs) of a parasite (fluke worm) that was an incidental finding and 
has previously been found in cormorants. 

In the liver there was a bacterial infection that was causing tissue necrosis (tissue death). 

The diagnosis from the histopathology was that the hepatitis contributed to the death in bird 2. 
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Culture 

Following the histopathology findings, which suggested a possible infection, the liver of bird 2 
and 3 were cultured to try to identify bacteria. 

In bird 2, there was no bacterial growth after 48 hours, and anaerobes (those bacteria that do 
not need an oxygenated environment), including Salmonella species, Listeria species and 
Yersina species, were not isolated. 

In bird 3, there was a light growth of Clostridium perfringens (a common, widespread bacteria) 
and mixed organisms (e.g. bacteria), but anaerobes including Salmonella species, Listeria 
species and Yersina species, were not isolated. The bacteria found were not clinically 
significant (not likely to be causing disease). 

Brevetoxins 

Brevetoxin 3 was found in the brain (0.01 mg/kg), liver (0.09 mg/kg) and lung (0.02 mg/kg) of bird 
1, in the brain (0.02 mg/kg), liver (0.03 mg/kg) and lung (0.01 mg/kg) of bird 2 and the lung 
(0.01 mg/kg) of bird 3. 

Other algal biotoxins 

Results were below reporting limits or the sample was insufficient for testing. 

Avian influenza 

Results were negative. 

Newcastle disease 

Results were negative. 

Summary 

Eight pied cormorants were found dead or in poor condition at Bay of Shoals, Kangaroo Island.  

Of these, three live birds were observed with neurological symptoms (weakness of limbs, 
wobbly). The remaining five birds were already dead.   

Laboratory examination (necropsy and histopathology) on all birds could not determine the 
cause of chronic weight loss, neurological signs and death. Hepatitis (liver inflammation) may 
have contributed to one of the birds being unwell.  

Three birds were sent for additional testing.  

Testing for avian influenza and Newcastle disease was negative. 
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Brevetoxins were detected in the tissues of all birds tested. The levels detected are consistent 
with those found in marine birds overseas that were reported to have been exposed to harmful 
algal blooms.  

It cannot be determined whether the brevetoxin presence in the cormorants was a direct 
contributor to their death or a non-lethal co-morbidity given the poor condition of the birds at 
death. Pied cormorants primarily feed on fish. It is considered that the most significant 
exposure of the cormorants to brevetoxins is likely to have been via their consumption of fish 
organs containing brevetoxins. 
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