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Interview with Dr Louise Dufour-Zavala

Dr Louise Dufour-Zavala, Executive Director of the Georgia Poultry Laboratory Network
(GPLN), has dedicated her career to advancing poultry health and diagnostics.

A career dedicated to poultry health

Dr. Louise Dufour-Zavala is the Executive Director
of the Georgia Poultry Laboratory Network (GPLN).
With decades of experience in poultry health and
diagnostics, she and her team play a critical role
in disease monitoring, surveillance, and laboratory
diagnostics for the poultry industry in the state of
Georgia.

In this interview, she shares insights into GPLN’s
mission, current testing trends in the United States,
and how diagnostic laboratories continue to evolve
in response to emerging disease challenges.

From veterinary training to laboratory
leadership

Dr. Dufour-Zavala graduated as a veterinarian
from the University of Montreal and later obtained
a Master’s of Avian Medicine from the University of
Georgia in the United States.

Throughout her career she has worked with

three organizations: Select Laboratories in Gainesville,
Georgia; Avian Farms International in Waterville,
Maine; and the Georgia Poultry Laboratory Network.

Today she leads GPLN, one of the most important
diagnostic organizations supporting the poultry
industry in the state of Georgia.

About Georgia Poultry Laboratory Network

The origins of the organization go back more than
a century. In 1924, Georgia poultry producers
founded the Georgia Baby Chick Association

focused on pullorum disease, which at the time
was causing major losses in the poultry industry.

In 1935, the National Poultry Improvement Plan
(NPIP) was launched at the national level with
the goal of eradicating pullorum disease. Georgia
quickly joined the initiative and eventually estab-
lished the Georgia Poultry Improvement Association
(GPIA) in 1946. The GPIA today runs the Georgia
Poultry Laboratory Network.

In 2014, GPLN moved into a modern state-of-the-art
facility in Gainesville, Georgia. From this facility the
laboratory now performs more than 1.5 million tests
each year for the poultry industry and private poultry
owners across the state.

Mission and role in the poultry industry

GPLN provides veterinary diagnostic and monitoring
services to both commercial and private poultry
owners.

The laboratory works closely with industry partners,
government agencies, allied industries, trade
associations, and other organizations to support
the prevention, management, and control of poultry
diseases in Georgia.

The laboratory also plays a central role in Avian
Influenza and Exotic Newcastle Disease emergency
preparedness programs and administers the
National Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP) as the
official state agency for Georgia.

) and initiated a voluntary disease control program
“ |




Delivering value to customers

For Dr. Dufour-Zavala, GPLN’s value lies in deliv-
ering accurate laboratory results on time, supported
by a strict quality system.

Beyond laboratory testing, GPLN also provides
data analytics, surveys, reports, and graphical data
analysis to help customers interpret results and
support their decision-making processes.

Importantly, in the GPLN model customers retain
full ownership of their data, results, reports, and
isolates.

The laboratory is also known for its high level of
automation and customer service, which helps
ensure efficiency and reliability in its operations.

Current initiatives at GPLN

Several initiatives are currently shaping GPLN’s
work. One focus is the development of alternative
sampling methods in poultry, aimed at improving
efficiency as well as sample quality and quantity.

At the same time, the laboratory continues to refine
and improve its automation processes, enabling it to
handle increasing testing volumes while maintaining
workflow efficiency.

Another key area is the expansion of epidemiological
analysis linked to laboratory findings and industry
challenges. Through the use of advanced analytics
and spatial data, GPLN can provide deeper insights
into disease patterns and monitoring strategies.

Above: GPLN laboratory staff performing diagnostic testing at the Gainesville facility.

Trends in testing

GPLN'’s testing and services remains steady or
increased slightly year after year, but one area
where testing demand has increased is avian
metapneumovirus (aMPV).

One area where testing demand has increased is
avian metapneumovirus (aMPV).

Testing for aMPV at GPLN began in February 2024,
and requests for both serology and PCR testing
have continued to grow.

“The field problems seem to be seen mostly in the
spring and fall, and that is when we see the waves
of testing.”

Thanks to the laboratory’s automated workflows,
GPLN has been able to accommodate this increased
demand without disrupting routine testing processes.

An additional advantage is GPLN’s practice of
storing serum samples for six months. This allows
retrospective testing when new disease challenges
arise.

“With a new virus appearing, this testing strategy
has proven especially helpful to understand the
dynamics of the flocks’ response to the virus in the
field.”




The future of avian influenza surveillance

The ongoing presence of highly pathogenic avian
influenza (HPAI) continues to shape disease
monitoring in the United States.

While the future course of the disease remains
uncertain, Dr. Dufour-Zavala notes that both govern-
ment agencies and the poultry industry have become
highly prepared after several years of responding
to outbreaks.

“Being in the fourth year of this outbreak, our US
and state governments and poultry industry are
well prepared to continue responding as we always
have, using stamping out as our strategy.”

Extensive surveillance systems in wildlife, livestock,
and poultry flocks will remain essential, and labora-
tories must remain ready to adapt if monitoring
strategies evolve.

Looking ahead: diagnostics and data
Looking forward, Dr. Dufour-Zavala expects
continued advances in sequencing technologies

and multiplex testing.

At the same time, she believes the future of

“We deliver the correct lab results
on time supported by a strict quality
system. We communicate with our
customers often and help them with
sampling, testing, test interpretations
and any poultry health questions they
might have.”

diagnostics will increasingly rely on data analytics,
enabling laboratories to go beyond disease
detection toward deeper insights that support
disease monitoring and control.

Laboratories will continue to play a critical role
by working collaboratively with industry, govern-
ment, and other stakeholders to manage disease
challenges effectively.

A decade of collaboration with BioChek

The collaboration began when the laboratory
evaluated alternative ELISA kits for Mycoplasma
gallisepticum and Mycoplasma synoviae (MgMs)
testing.

Dr. Dufour-Zavala explains: “We were getting
higher than desired false positives on the MgMs
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ELISA kit and upon comparing vendor products,
we found that BioChek had better specificity.”

After implementing the BioChek tests across tens of
thousands of samples annually, GPLN also observed
that the kits were able to detect infected flocks earlier.

Today, the laboratory primarily uses Biochek ELISA
tests for MG/MS and Avian Influenza. The lab also
uses the following kits for vaccine monitoring: NDV,
IBV, REO, and IBD.

When introducing new diagnostic tests into their
workflows, GPLN evaluates several key factors.

The most important considerations include
user-friendly software, compatibility with automa-
tion systems, and a low number of false positives

These elements help ensure that new tests integrate
smoothly into GPLN’s high-throughput laboratory
environment.

A collaborative partnership

Reflecting on the collaboration with BioChek, Dr.
Dufour-Zavala highlights both the quality of the
products and the working relationship with the team.

“We thoroughly enjoy working with our BioChek
partners. Not only do they have a fantastic product
line and are probably the most responsive vendor
team for any issue we might have, but they are also
very pleasant to work with.”

She adds that the partnership combines scientific
expertise with a positive working atmosphere.

“They can expertly juggle science and business but
know how to add a healthy touch of humor to their
daily workflow and communications with us. A good
laugh happens at every meeting!”

GPLN at a glance

GPLN supports the poultry industry
and other bird owners by providing
health monitoring and veterinary
diagnostic services specific to
poultry. GPLN is in partnership with
the poultry industry, government
agencies and other laboratories for
the prevention, management and
control of poultry disease outbreaks
state wide, and participates in
emergency preparedness programs
for Avian Influenza and Exotic
Newcastle Disease.

GPLN supports the poultry industry
through a range of activities,
including:

= Administration of the NPIP
program in Georgia

= Diagnostic and monitoring
services for commercial and
non-commercial poultry

= Management and containment of
disease outbreaks

= Emergency preparedness,
including GIS management

= Outreach and education on poultry
health and the poultry industry

Georgia Poultry Laboratory Network
http://www.gapoultrylab.org
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