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SUMMARY OF BEST PRACTICE
The risk of infection by many zoonoses can be reduced  
through taking simple hygienic precautions, such as:

•	 Do a risk assessment of the region and identify the 
prevalence of disease mentioned. Vaccination programs 
(where available) may be warranted for staff in high risk 
areas.

•	 Avoid contact with urine and faeces of animals.

•	 Wash hands well after handling animals or birds and  
before touching food.

•	 Do not put unwashed fingers in your mouth.

•	 Always wear shoes and avoid walking through wet, 
boggy areas with bare feet.

•	 Worm pets regularly and seek veterinary assistance if  
your pet is unwell or you notice skin disease, diarrhoea 
or other disease.

•	 Wear gloves when handling animal faeces, game meat  
and gardening.

•	 Cook all meat well, especially game meat, such as 
wild pigs.

•	 Pregnant women and staff with immuno-suppressive 
disorders are most at risk.
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Zoonoses
A disease which is naturally transmissable 

from animals to people is classified as a 

zoonosis.

Zoonotic diseases can spread through 

a variety of means such as livestock, 

household pets, wildlife or rodents, or 

by coming in contact with soil or water 

contaminated by animals.

The main zoonoses of concern to the 

Northern Territory are: 

	 •	 Ross River and Barmah Forest Fever 

	 •	 Murray Valley Encephalitis 

	 •	 Gastro 

	 •	 Leptospirosis 

	 •	 Meliodosis

The other important zoonoses that are 

not prevalent in the NT are Q Fever and 

Hendra. 

Practising good hygiene, wearing protective 

clothing, maintaining healthy animals and 

undertaking vaccination where appropriate, 

can minimise the risk of infection.

Refer to the table over page for specific 

details on some zoonoses.
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Zoonoses

Zoonosis Main animal host 
species

Symptoms in humans Likelihood of occurrence Level of 
consequences

Risk management measures

Ross River, Barmah 
Forest virus

mosquito borne, 
native fauna and horses

Prevalent Medium •	 protective clothing
•	 nsect repellents
•	 reduce mosquito breeding sites

Kunjin, Murray Valley 
Encephalitis (MVE)

mosquito borne Possible – a case has been 
recorded in Katherine.

High •	 protective clothing
•	 insect repellents
•	 reduce mosquito breeding sites

Australian Bat Lyssavirus Australian fruit - and 
insectivorous bats

Unlikely – there have been a 
few well known cases in north 
Australia.

High •	 avoid handling bats
•	 wound treatment if bitten + seek medical help

Hendra virus Australian fruit bats Not known in the NT

4 well known cases in QLD

High •	 beware sick horses
•	 protective clothing
•	 avoid bats

Erysipeloid fish, prawns and pigs Possible from aquatic animals Low •	 hygiene
•	 use gloves for cleaning fish tanks

Gastro-enteric zoonoses
Can include: Salmonella, 
Campylobacter, E coli, Giardia, 
Cryptosporidium and Yersinia

common in all livestock, 
wildlife or companion 
animals

Prevalent •	 good hygiene

Leptospirosis cattle, pigs, dogs and 
rodents

Prevalent – especially in people 
handling livestock.

Medium •	 maintain good hygiene
•	 protective clothing
•	 care with birth products
•	 avoid swimming or wading in water that may be 

contaminated by the urine of wild animals

Melioidosis goats, pigs and soil Regular cases recorded in the Top 
End, especially from handling soil.

Medium •	 beware of mud holes
•	 protective clothing
•	 people with immuno-suppressive conditions e.g. 

diabetes, AIDS, patients undergoing chemotherapy or 
radiotherapy are extremely vulnerable

Q fever cattle, sheep, goats
and kangaroos

Very common in QLD, occurs 
infrequently in the NT.

Medium •	 strict hygiene 
•	 take care with birth products
•	 vaccine available

Ringworm horses, cattle, pigs, 
dogs and cats

Unlikely Low •	 strict hygiene 
•	 be observant
•	 it is highly contagious

Scrub typhus mites feeding on 
marsupials and native 
animals

Unlikely Medium to high •	 covered footwear + insect repellent in risk areas

Sparganosis
a tapeworm

dogs, cats, freshwater 
crustaceans, reptiles,
amphibians, birds and 
mammals

Low to medium •	 Avoid ingestion of contaminated water that has not been 
treated. 

•	 Make sure that meat and fish that might contain spargana 
is properly cooked.

Tetanus various, especially 
horses and stock yards 
(dust, manure, soil)

Prevalent disease in livestock, not 
common in humans.

High •	 vaccination
•	 wound treatment

Toxoplasmosis cats Not common but cases have 
occurred.

High in those at high risk •	 pregnant woman should avoid cats and items which have 
been in contact with cats

•	 undercooked meats and raw vegetables and water 
supplies potentially contaminated with cat faeces should 
be avoided. 
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•	 fever or chills
•	 headache
•	 severe muscle pain
•	 bloodshot eyes
•	 rash
•	 jaundice (yellow skin 

and eyes)

•	 depression
•	 kidney failure with 

severe back pain and 
passing coffee coloured 
urine

•	 meningitis

•	 diarrhoea
•	 fever
•	 headache

•	 abdominal pain
•	 nausea and vomiting
•	 loss of appetite

•	 headache
•	 fever
•	 sensory changes around 

the site of the bite or 
scratch

•	 excitability

•	 an aversion to fresh air 
and water

•	 weakness
•	 delirium, convulsions, 

coma
•	 can be fatal

•	 painful or swollen joints 
and muscle and tendon 
pain

•	 raised red rash
•	 long lasting fatigue and 

lethargy

•	 fever
•	 headache
•	 light intolerance
•	 swollen glands

•	 high fever
•	 severe headache
•	 severe fits (especially 

young children)
•	 neck stiffness

•	 drowsiness, confusion 
and progression to 
deliriousness and coma 
in severe cases

•	 potentially fatal

•	 influenza type illness 
which can progress to 
pneumonia

•	 encephalitis 
(inflammation of the 
brain) type symptoms 

i.e. headache, high 
fever, and drowsiness, 
which can progress to 
convulsions or coma. 

•	 often fatal

•	 bright red to purple 
lesions on the hands 
and forearms

•	 high fever or chills
•	 headaches
•	 confusion,
•	 difficulty breathing 
•	 weight loss

•	 chest or abdominal pain 
and coughing

•	 skin ulcers or abscesses 
•	 can be fatal

•	 high fever, chills and 
sweats

•	 muscle and joint pain

•	 severe headache
•	 cough
•	 long lasting fatigue

•	 small pimple becomes 
large and red

•	 itchy patches which 
leave scaly bald areas

•	 as the patches expand, 
the centre clears to 
produce a ring

•	 fevers
•	 can be fatal

•	 severity depends on the 
strain of the infectious 
organism

•	 larvae form slowly 
growing masses in the 
subcutaneous tissue or 

muscle which are itchy, 
inflamed and painful

•	 muscle spasms
•	 difficulty breathing and 

swallowing

•	 can be fatal

•	 flu-like symptoms
•	 if contracted by 

pregnant woman it 
can cause abortion or 
birth of infants which 

could suffer from eye 
infections, hearing loss, 
mental retardation, 
seizures, cerebral palsy
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Zoonosis Main animal host 
species

Symptoms in humans Likelihood of occurrence Level of 
consequences

Risk management measures

Ross River, Barmah 
Forest virus

mosquito borne, 
native fauna and horses

Prevalent Medium •	 protective clothing
•	 nsect repellents
•	 reduce mosquito breeding sites

Kunjin, Murray Valley 
Encephalitis (MVE)

mosquito borne Possible – a case has been 
recorded in Katherine.

High •	 protective clothing
•	 insect repellents
•	 reduce mosquito breeding sites

Australian Bat Lyssavirus Australian fruit - and 
insectivorous bats

Unlikely – there have been a 
few well known cases in north 
Australia.

High •	 avoid handling bats
•	 wound treatment if bitten + seek medical help

Hendra virus Australian fruit bats Not known in the NT

4 well known cases in QLD

High •	 beware sick horses
•	 protective clothing
•	 avoid bats

Erysipeloid fish, prawns and pigs Possible from aquatic animals Low •	 hygiene
•	 use gloves for cleaning fish tanks

Gastro-enteric zoonoses
Can include: Salmonella, 
Campylobacter, E coli, Giardia, 
Cryptosporidium and Yersinia

common in all livestock, 
wildlife or companion 
animals

Prevalent •	 good hygiene

Leptospirosis cattle, pigs, dogs and 
rodents

Prevalent – especially in people 
handling livestock.

Medium •	 maintain good hygiene
•	 protective clothing
•	 care with birth products
•	 avoid swimming or wading in water that may be 

contaminated by the urine of wild animals

Melioidosis goats, pigs and soil Regular cases recorded in the Top 
End, especially from handling soil.

Medium •	 beware of mud holes
•	 protective clothing
•	 people with immuno-suppressive conditions e.g. 

diabetes, AIDS, patients undergoing chemotherapy or 
radiotherapy are extremely vulnerable

Q fever cattle, sheep, goats
and kangaroos

Very common in QLD, occurs 
infrequently in the NT.

Medium •	 strict hygiene 
•	 take care with birth products
•	 vaccine available

Ringworm horses, cattle, pigs, 
dogs and cats

Unlikely Low •	 strict hygiene 
•	 be observant
•	 it is highly contagious

Scrub typhus mites feeding on 
marsupials and native 
animals

Unlikely Medium to high •	 covered footwear + insect repellent in risk areas

Sparganosis
a tapeworm

dogs, cats, freshwater 
crustaceans, reptiles,
amphibians, birds and 
mammals

Low to medium •	 Avoid ingestion of contaminated water that has not been 
treated. 

•	 Make sure that meat and fish that might contain spargana 
is properly cooked.

Tetanus various, especially 
horses and stock yards 
(dust, manure, soil)

Prevalent disease in livestock, not 
common in humans.

High •	 vaccination
•	 wound treatment

Toxoplasmosis cats Not common but cases have 
occurred.

High in those at high risk •	 pregnant woman should avoid cats and items which have 
been in contact with cats

•	 undercooked meats and raw vegetables and water 
supplies potentially contaminated with cat faeces should 
be avoided. 


