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ARS Mission

The Agricultural Research Service conducts research to develop and transfer solutions to agricul-
tural problems of high national priority and provides information access and dissemination to ensure 
high-quality, safe food and other agricultural products; to assess the nutritional needs of Americans; 
to sustain a competitive agricultural economy; to enhance the natural resource base and the environ-
ment; and to provide economic opportunities for rural citizens, communities, and society as a whole.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activi-
ties on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, and where applicable, sex, marital 
status, familial status, parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic information, political be-
liefs, reprisal, or because all or part of an individual’s income is derived from any public assistance 
program. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require 
alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) 
should contact USDA’s TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD).  To file a complaint of 
discrimination, write to USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., 
Washington, D.C. 20250-9410, or call (800) 795-3272 (voice) or (202) 720-6382 (TDD). USDA is 
an equal opportunity provider and employer.
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Southeast Poultry Research Laboratory 

 

Introduction: 

The Southeast Poultry Research Laboratory (SEPRL) scientific expertise brings together an 
integrated research approach that includes Virology, Molecular Biology, Pathology, and 
Immunology that is key to developing prevention, management and control and eradication 
strategies that protects the $25 billion/year U.S poultry industry ($2.5 billion in U.S exports).  It 
is a major international resource on research to control highly pathogenic avian influenza and 
virulent Newcastle diseases, which poses a major threat to the U.S poultry industry and also a 
severe risk to public health.  Research has also been expanded in the last five years to address 
priority domestic viral diseases that are impacting the U.S poultry industries.  SEPRL has two 
research units: 1) Exotic and Emerging Avian Viral Diseases Research Unit, and 2) Endemic 
Poultry Viral Diseases Research Unit.  To effectively respond to the research needs of the U.S, 
SEPRL requires new laboratory and animal housing facilities if it is to remain competitive and 
continue providing rapid responses to new and emerging disease threats.  
 

Established: 1960 

Mission: 

Provide scientific solutions to national and international exotic, emerging, and endemic poultry 
viral diseases through a comprehensive research program emphasizing basic and applied 
research in diagnostics, prevention, and control strategies, prediction of disease outbreaks, 
molecular epidemiology, and understanding disease pathogenesis.  

 
Program Objectives: 

The objectives of the research program are to produce new research knowledge and technology 
to: 1) prevent, reduce or eliminate losses from impaired performance, and increased deaths and 
condemnations; 2) develop more sensitive, specific and faster diagnostic tests; 3) improve 
vaccines, and vaccine delivery methods; 4) improve our understanding of the ecology and 
epidemiology of viruses at the wild bird-domestic poultry interface; and 5) improve our 
understanding of the genetic and pathobiological basis of virulence. This research provides 
government regulatory agencies and the poultry industries with improved intervention strategies 
against poultry viral diseases.  
 

Priority Diseases: 

High pathogenicity Avian Influenza Virus – Select Agent 
Virulent Newcastle disease Virus – Select Agent 
Low pathogenicity Avian Influenza Virus – Non-select Agent 
Low virulent Newcastle disease virus – Non-select agent 
Marek’s disease herpesvirus - Non-select agent 
Enteric viruses of poultry - Non-select agent 
 

Stakeholders:  

National Turkey Federation 
National Chicken Council 



United Egg Producers 
State Poultry Associations 
State Departments of Agriculture, Animal Bureaus and Animal Commissions 
Animal and Plant Inspection Service 
Food Safety and Inspection Service 
Food and Drug Administration 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
University diagnostic laboratories 
Our nation’s veterinary colleges 
 

Research Facility: 

32 acres, 29 buildings (25 completed in 1963, 1 BSL-3AG completed 1976, 2 SPF flock houses 
completed in 1983, replacement sewage decontamination facility 2001) 
 

 Laboratory Spaces & Decontamination Procedures 

 BSL-2/3E, ABSL-2/3E & Animal Holding Spaces 

 BSL-3Ag Loose Animal Rooms 

 Administrative, Storage, Support and Utility Spaces 

 Breeding (SPF) and Production Spaces 

 
Personnel: 

Scientists:  11     
Technicians: 19     
Administration and support staff:  13 
Total:  43 

Accomplishments 

 Development and validation of rapid, Real-time Reverse Transcriptase-Polymerase Chain 
Reaction (RRT-PCR) diagnostic tests used in live bird markets and Virginia during 2001-
2002 

 Collaborative research with corporate partners resulted in the license and 
commercialization of two avian influenza vaccines: fowlpox recombinant-avian influenza 
H5 gene insert and inactivated H5 avian influenza 

 Collaborative research with corporate partners resulted in two licensed ELISA test kits 
for avian influenza diagnostics 

 Molecular epidemiology in tracking sources and links in Mexican H5 outbreak (1994-
95), H7N2 outbreak in LBM of Northeastern USA (1994-2002), Hong Kong H5N1 
outbreaks (1997-2001), Chilean H7N3 outbreak (2002) and Central American H5N2 
outbreaks 

 Provided scientific data in USDA negotiations on trade in poultry and poultry products – 
validation of pasteurization to inactivate LPAI virus in egg product and determined the 
low risk of LPAI virus passing in broiler meat 

 Demonstrated susceptibility of turkeys to 2010 pandemic H1N1 and modified RT-PCR 
diagnostic tests for biosurveillance in poultry   

 Molecular epidemiology in tracking sources of the virulent Newcastle Disease (NDV) in 
the Mexican outbreak of 2000, and the California and Texas outbreaks of 2002-2003.  



 Demonstrated recent NDV isolates and those recovered during disease outbreaks since 
the 1970s as well as new clades of virus emerging in Asia are phylogenetically distinct 
from current vaccine viruses and standard challenge strains 

 Genetic characterization of the first U.S. avian pneumovirus isolate – resulted in 
classification as type C, different from European types A and B. 

 Demonstrated waterfowl outside of Minnesota can carry and potentially disseminate 
avian metapneumoviruses. 

 Isolated the first astrovirus and demonstrated its involvement in poult enteritis mortality 

syndrome (PEMS) 
 Developed and transferred to diagnostic laboratories a multiplex PCR test for 

simultaneous demonstration of astrovirus, reovirus and coronavirus 
 Demonstrated astrovirus was resistant to inactivation by common disinfectants with 

Virkon S being the only effective disinfectant 
 Demonstrated that inoculation of turkeys did not produce disease and the West Nile Virus 

(WNV) replicated poorly in turkeys such that minimal potential exists to infect 
mosquitoes and contribute to WNV ecology 

 Demonstrated that WNV can cause severe neurological disease and death in young 
domestic geese 
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