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SHORT COMMUNICAT ION

OUTCOME OF AVIAN FLU OUTBREAK IN DALMATIAN PELICAN 
POPULATION AT SKADAR LAKE, MONTENEGRO
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During March and April 2022, 
Montenegro experienced its first avian 
flu outbreak. The disease affected only 
Dalmatian Pelicans (Pelecanus crispus) on 
Skadar Lake; no evidence of bird flu was 
recorded at other wetlands in Montenegro. 
The presence of H5N1 strain was confirmed 
on April 7 by the Veterinary Lab in 
Podgorica. Outbreak in Montenegro marked 
the virus reaching the western edge of the 
species’ breeding range. 

The risk of bird flu spreading to the 
poultry farms and human population in 
the lake’s surrounding has been considered 
relatively low because of the lack of direct 
virus route and the scattered rural poultry 
farming (Vizi, O., 2007). There was no 
evidence of interspecific transmission during 
the outbreak despite prolonged exposure to 
the virus; several species, e.g. Common Tern, 
Black-headed Gull, Wood Sandpiper, and 
Grey Heron were observed roosting by the 
carcasses. 

In order to limit the exposure to the 
virus, carcass removal was organized 
immediately after the virus confirmation in 
the lab. The safety protocol was established 
by the Directorate for Food Safety, 
Veterinary and Phyto-sanitary Affairs, 
and the implementation was performed in 
cooperation with National Park Skadar Lake, 
local municipalities and ornithologists.

Altogether, 26 pelican carcasses were 
recovered from Skadar Lake, which comprises 
10-12% of the population observed before 
the outbreak. Based on the state of recovered 
carcasses, it was estimated that first cases 
occurred between 25 March and the 7 April. 

After the last carcasses were removed on 20 
April, no further cases were discovered. All 
carcasses were found within 5 km from the 
breeding colony, along the swampy northern 
littoral. Interestingly, no carcasses were 
found on the actual breeding platforms; 
they were found mostly on scattered patches 
of floating vegetation usually used for 
roosting. Furthermore, the relatively low 
numbers of infected pelicans suggest low 
intraspecific transmission on Skadar Lake. 
This may be attributed to relatively high 
water temperatures, ranging from 10 to 
17°C during February and March, which is 
unfavorable for virus spreading (Ottaviani, 
D. et al, 2010).

Bird flu outbreak largely contributed to 
the unsuccessful breeding season on Skadar 
Lake in 2022. The breeding of Dalmatian 
Pelicans in 2022 started in January, with 
56 nests observed at the end of February. 
However, the whole clutch of 90 -100 eggs 
failed after frequent episodes of human 
disturbance, which was recorded by the 
camera installed on the raft. The pelicans 
remained at the colony throughout March 
and April, but no new eggs were observed. 
The reason for breeding failure on Skadar 

Lake in 2022 appears dual: after the 
disturbance caused the loss of the first clutch, 
the second clutch was disrupted by the bird 
flu outbreak. The change of breeding behavior 
and the absence of dead birds at the colony 
during the outbreak suggest interruption 
in seasonal breeding immigration and the 
pair bonding. Thus, the impact of bird flu 
outbreak on breeding success at Skadar Lake 
can only be interpreted on the larger scale, 
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within the species’ breeding range. 
During the last survey on 10 May, it was 

confirmed that no new bird flu cases were 
present on Skadar Lake, which justifies the 
proclamation of the end of bird flu outbreak 
in Montenegro. Figures 1, 2: Dalmatian Pelican carcass near the 

breeding location on Skadar Lake and disinfection of a 
vessel after carcass collection (Photo: A. Vizi)

Figure 3: Distribution of carcasses during the outbreak on Skadar Lake
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