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AVIAN INFLUENZA OUTBREAK: SHOULD YOU TAKE 

DOWN YOUR BIRD FEEDERS?

FOLLOW UP - Updated April 25, 2022

Many people are concerned about the 
2022 outbreak of avian influenza, or bird 
flu, that is affecting domestic poultry, 
water-fowl, raptors, and some shorebirds 
in the U.S. and Canada. Because the 
current strain (H5N1) causes heavy losses 
to poultry, it is referred to as highly 
pathogenic avian influenza, or HPAI. Note 
that transmission of avian influenza from 
birds to humans is very rare, according to 
the Centers for Disease Control.

There has been confusion about whether 
people should take down their feeders 
to stop the spread of this disease among 
wild birds. We checked with Dr. Julianna 
Lenoch, who directs the USDA APHIS 
National Wildlife Disease Program, and 
we’ve compiled the following summaries 
of key points re-garding HPAI, especially 
among songbirds and other feeder visitors.

LOW RISK OF AVIAN FLU TO SONGBIRDS
There is currently very low risk of an 
outbreak among wild songbirds, and no 
official recommendation to take down 
feeders unless you also keep domestic 
poultry, according to the National Wildlife 
Disease Program. We do always recom-
mend that you clean bird feeders and 
birdbaths regularly as a way to keep many 
kinds of diseases at bay.

We also always recommend that you 
follow any recommendations put out by 
your state government, such as the recent 
request to take down feeders in Illinois. 
We will update this page as the situation 
develops.

HOW DO WE KNOW SONGBIRDS ARE AT 
LOW RISK?
USDA APHIS has a strong, multiyear 
surveillance program that routinely 
samples wild birds, including flocks of 
song-birds (and other species such as Rock 
Pigeons and Mourning Doves that are 
often around humans), for the presence 
of avian influenza. So far in 2022, they’ve 

detected the HPAI strain in 857 wild birds, 
with 6 detection in songbirds, all American 
Crows in North Dakota. 

Avian influenza does not affect all types 
of birds equally. For example, waterfowl 
often carry and transmit bird flu, but rarely 
get sick from the disease (even from HPAI 
strains). Rap-tors are much more sensitive 
to the disease than waterfowl. Domestic 
poultry are extremely susceptible to HPAI 
and spread the disease easily, leading to 
up to 100% mortality of affected flocks.

Songbirds are much less likely than 
waterfowl to contract avi-an influenza and 
less likely to shed large amounts of virus, 
meaning they do not transmit the disease 
easily. (See Shriner and Root 2020 for a 
detailed review in the journal Viruses.)

According to a separate study in the 
Journal of Wildlife Diseases, “…although 
passerines and terrestrial wild birds may 
have a limited role in the epidemiology of 
IAV [avian influenza A viruses] when associ-
ated with infected domestic poultry or 
other aberrant hosts, there is no evidence 
supporting their involvement as natural 
reservoirs for IAV.” (Slusher et al. 2014)

For these reasons, it is unlikely that bird 
feeders will contribute to an outbreak 
among songbirds.  

IF SONGBIRDS ARE AT LOW RISK, WHY ARE 
PEOPLE WHO KEEP POULTRY ADVISED TO 
TAKE DOWN THEIR BIRD FEEDERS?
The main concern with songbirds is 
the chance that a rare individual might 
transmit an infection to poultry. This is 
a concern because poultry are so much 
more vulnerable than songbirds to HPAI.

The key intervention is to keep songbirds 
away from poultry; it’s less important to 
keep songbirds away from each other.

If you have a backyard poultry flock, these 
are the most important steps to take: 

-  make their food inaccessible to wild birds
- make their water inaccessible to wild 
birds
- keep poultry indoors or otherwise 
physically separated from wild birds, if 
possible
- change your clothes and wash hands 
before tending to poultry (or pet birds)

As a secondary measure, USDA APHIS 
recommends for poultry owners to take 
down wild bird feeders or keep them well 
away from their captive flock.

IF YOU KEEP NEST BOXES
Avian influenza is only rarely transmitted 
to humans, according to the USDA, but 
nevertheless our NestWatch project 
always advises good hygiene and highly 
recommends that people wear disposable 
gloves and/or wash their hands thor-
oughly after checking nest boxes. Most 
birds that use nest boxes are songbirds, 
which are at low risk for contracting 
or transmitting Avian Influenza. If you 
monitor waterfowl nests (e.g., Wood Duck, 
Common Merganser, Canada Goose), we 
suggest you wear gloves, change or wash 
gloves between nest boxes, wear a mask 
when cleaning out nest boxes, and change 
clothes and footwear before visiting any 
domestic poultry.

WHAT TO DO IF YOU FIND A SICK OR DEAD 
BIRD
Avoid handling sick or dead birds. Instead, 
call your state wildlife health agency; they 
can determine cause of death and send 
the bird to the appropriate lab for testing. 
Additionally, keep pets (including pet 
birds) away from sick or dead wild birds.


