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Avian / poultry diseases 
Celia Abolnik (née Stipinovich) obtained her PhD (Zoology) 
through the University of Pretoria in 2007. She was appointed as 
a junior researcher at ARC-OVI in 2000 and successfully applied 
for a senior researcher position in 2003, which she held until July 
2012. Her research at ARC-OVI focused on avian influenza and 
Newcastle disease. In August 2012 she was appointed as the 
Research Chair: Poultry Health and Production in the Department 
of Production Animal Studies, which is funded by the Southern 
African Poultry Association. She is considered a sub-regional 
expert in avian influenza, is the South African representative 
of the OIE’s OFFLU network and is the author of 30 scientific 
publications.

Research
Highly pathogenic strains of H5- and H7-type avian influenza 
(HPAI) periodically emerge from the poultry population, causing 
highly infectious and lethal disease in both poultry and humans. 
South African ostriches have been affected by numerous outbreaks 
of HPAI H5N2 and, more recently, low pathogenic H7N1 influenza 
(LPAI) – with disastrous economic consequences. Monitoring 
wild bird populations (the natural reservoirs of the precursor 
LPAI viruses) is an important activity, complicated by the lack 
of predictability of movements of sub-Saharan duck species 
compared to the populations of the northern hemisphere. When 
transmission occurs, the ostrich thus far appears to be the only 

non-gallinaceous terrestrial bird that is capable of converting LPAI to 
HPAI. The mechanism of this conversion and the potential of the ostrich to 
produce potentially pandemic human influenza strains is a key focus area. 
Identifying the sources, strains, epidemiology and pathogenicity of and 
vaccine efficacy against poultry pathogens such as infectious bronchitis 
virus, salmonella, mycoplasmas and avian paramyxoviruses in both South 
Africa and other parts of Africa remains a priority, since outbreaks regularly 
compromise sustainable livelihoods of resource-poor communities. 
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