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BRIEF SUBMISSION TO THE BIOSECURITYIQUARANTINE REVIEW
(fate extension granted by Richard Perry on July 22nd, 08)

' Backymuad of submitter;

The Frog Decline Reversal Project, Inc. is an non-profit, frog conservation NGO based in
Caims, FNQ and incorporated since 2001. This group includes the receipt of distressed

- amphiblans as part of a rescue and rehabiiltation effort for conservation outcomes but this
activity has siso tumed the organisation into a disease survelllance body by default. Since

. 1888 when rescue activities started (under another permit), the numbers of frogs arriving with

injuries or thytrid fungus have been less than 10% of the total (which now numbers aver 2,000

_ adults and at least 30,000 tadpoles) recaived. 90% of the animals arviving or collected by the
group have been affected by uncatalogusd/undescribed diseases and syndromes, a few of
which are currently being studied by a joint team effort iead by the AAHL at CSIRO.

Officlal response to disease Issues in amphiblans:

By chésing the identities and characterisations of the pathogens present on these animals, 8
~ great deal of information useful to other disciplines can be obtained, especially in the area of -
- expected climate change impact and the impacts of insufficiently regulated interstate trade In
wildiife. However, our experience has been that as soon as the pathogen being discussed is
- communicated as being present on an amphibian, the Immediate bureaucratic response is
~ usually, "oh, we're talking about frogs - those are low priority - sorry but | have other digeass
- problems to worry about”. :

The first constructive commant | would like to submit to the review is therefore: “If plague or Al

turned up in Australia, would you automatmlly dismise the entire situation because the animal
that these were found in was an amphibian?" It shouldn't matter in what body or taxon a
disease turns up « you're either concemed with the DISEASES that are present or you're not. A
disease doesn't simply disappear becauss it turned up in a common bird instead of an
endangered species, or a frog instaad of sugar cane, of a sriake Instead of 4 human,

- Speaking of a 'frog instead of sugar cane' - even those few disease problems which currently
garner the interest of ‘biosecurity’ would be more reliably detected if there was interest in the
presence of disease in other taxa, especlally amphibians. Immediately after cyclene Larry, a
variety of previously unseen skin conditions tumed up and locals were reporting that they were

- Jrog Decline Reversal Weoiect, Ine and the Cairns Frog MHospiral
ABN 20 283 137 035

PO.Box 1207, Earlvtlle. TNQ 4870

Vh: (07 2033-0723 afrer 12 noon only  websire. rwnnw 1drproject.org au

P.3-7



11

' E?-JUL-EZ@B 13:34 FROM:FROG HOSPITAL 8740534367 T0: 8262725825 ] P.4.7

)

finding large numbers of dead frogs in their yards. A common clinical symptom of many of the frogs
wa received for care was green slime in their droppings and a high death rate. We had the green
slime tested by the IDEXX lab in Brisbane and they found it to be a heavy infestation of Ustilago. A

. reference search revealed that while Listilago is normally a plant disease, it can b pathogenic to
~ animals and when it s, It Kills fast. We also leamned that It can be treated with benzalkonium chioride.

and we immediately put all our frogs in care onto this antifungal with good resuits. However, the case

Cin point being that before Larry, Mackay was the furthest north (according to news coverage) that DP| - '

had found Ustllago in cane; after Larry, it was found in the Mossman area. We know it is was here i in
Caims because the frogs told us so. ‘

. Does blosocumy have an ldanmy crisis?

' Because of the range of pathogens bemg found on amphibians (even the cane toad is dying out fast

up here), we have a curent need to dramatically upgrade our handling facilities and we will need the

' support of biosecurity authorities in that regard. However, initial enquiries to "biosecurity” agencies at

the commonweaith lavel have been declined on the grounds that A) this is a state matter, and 8)

they are only interested in diseases arriving at the border - once they are here, that's no longer a
concearn,

The term ‘biosecurity’ impliés & need for menitoring and protection fram pathogenic biologics. But
‘when the term is used in Australia, it doesn't actually mean biosecurity at all - it is a more trendy way
- of saying "biotegical border control for a small number of nasties that cause sconomic damage”. How

¢an you provide security from blologles If you don't even know what's here, or if you selectively

. dismiss pathogens that finders try to bring to your attention, or if you use the wrong tools to identify
; _problems that do manage to climb htgh ehough up the ladder to be noticed?

a 'Pathogens do not need to enter Australia from overseas to be diseases of concern. One of the

problems we are noticing with the amphibian population Is that there are greater and greater issuas

~ with indigenous pathegens which have afways been here and simply classed as "enviranmental™.

These include bacteria and fungi which can cause disease in plants, animals and humans. Both the
severe drought of 2000-03 and cat 4/5 cyclone Lamy caused enough disturbance in soils in this
reglon to have created new outbreaks of diseass In amphibians which are further driving the process
of decline and serve to open the door fo the spraad of these pathogens to other taxa. However,

. under the current interpretation of biosecurity, these problems are automatically written off because
- A) they are pathogens created within Australia, and B} amphibians are very low priority. However,
- what is happening to amphibians now provides some critical information about the impact climate
_change will have on soil health, potential losses to the food production, and threats to human health -
“that ls, if you're listening to the message in the first placel

Dismissing responsibility for disease investigation to the state level is about as bad as If each state

were (o have a different level of GST! States already have completely different licencing systems for
wildlife and this is allowing for all kinds of unmonitored movements of wildlifa, including the lNegal
movement of diseased animals, to take place. The new dieease problems that we have been
tracking In amphiblans are not state based organisms. Some of them have large geographic areas
which we know extend down the coast into NSW and possibly across to the NT; others appear to be
exotic emerging disaases which are being carried state to state, espacially with the pet trade.
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Anything that is an airbourne pathogen moves around the country with our weather patterns. To
have all our pathogen prablems automaticaily dismissed as a "Queensiand” prablem is not
appropriate and will never lead to the level of attention and investigation thess problems
deserve.

Qver the past ten years, we have been knocking on doors and sending specimens to anyone
who would listen. Much of the time, the lab work we have been able to secure has been
interested individuals who have looked at our specimens on thelr own time. Some results come
from commerclal vet labs at areat expense to our small, undersupported community group.

* Others we've contacted who have been trying to get new pathogens identified in other types of
native wildlife have reponted exactly the same situation. This ls not the way to find out what
pathogens are actwe in Australla. : ‘

It took us five years of lobbying to get the current frog project with CSIRO underway and the
second half of this three year project has already been cancelied by the new Rudd governmant,

- We have discovered that even the govenment's top animat health investigation lab does not

* have the staff nor equipment to identify environmental toxins. In fact, it seems very few labs do.
As climate change gets worse, more and more of the pathogens affecting agriculture, human
health and bicdiversity will be bacterial and fungal toxins caused by changes to soil ecology -
and there are less than a handfui of labs ground the country that can "process” these pathogens,
including the COmmonwealth govt's own number one vet lab!

Lastly, another concern we would like to present when it comes to pathogen identification in
- Australia is the notion of zoonotics. Up to now, the govemment recognises that a disease is
~ zoonotic when some unsuspecting wildlife carer dies, as was the case when two Queensland
~ carers died from Lyssavirus some years ago. Already, we are seeing a wide range of potential
. zoonot«:s present on amphibians, especially since cyclone Lamy. We have been very
precautionary with the public when ft comes to collecting frogs for delivety to us for care and we
have actively DiScouraged wildlife carers in this region from making any atlempt to try to look
-after these animals unless they contact us for training. We have the best procedures possible for
a small non-profit but we need to do much better than this, We need to upgrade to a full blown
containment setup as many of the bacterial pathogens are small enough to go right through our
-03m HEPA filter. However, we are not getting enough financial support 1o he able to cope with
a facllity upgrade and the volume of diseased amphibians being found. Both the veterinary and
“official” attitudes in the region are: "do you really think these are zoonotic problems - ~ nobody
has gotten sick yet, right?". So even after the experiance shown by Lyssavirus, the attitude stilt
appears to be that there is no concemn for the potential for diseasas on woldlma to be zoonotic
untii somabody dies,

There are a huge nu'mber of people around Australia involvad in wildlife rescue and rehabilitation
and these people are ALL at risk of handling pathogens since a variety of conditions are tuming
up in a wide range of native animals, Unlass the govemment wants to take over the receipt and
rehab of native wildlife, this interast group will naed to be supported and nurtured. But the two
way communication that nesds to exist between "biosecurity” entities and these carers hardly
exists. These people are usually the first to handle diseased animals but there is very littie
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- training (if any) coming from the professional community to teach tham what basic pracedures
to have in place, how to recognise pathogens for the taxa they handle, and what to do if a
pathogen is suspected. Likewise, the sheer access to Information these carers have is being
buried In the dead carcasses that don't go anywhere for investigation.

Our organisation has taken a more aggressive stance to chase down resources which will help
us identify amphibian pathogens but we are rare in this regard. Orie of the major stumbling
blocks that has caused significant interferencs to the procsss of pathogen identification is the
- physical logistics of baing able to get secure tissues to the particular |abs that need to do the
. - speclalised work, For example, two of the key researchers | need to work with are in other
" states and the tissues they noed to identify new disease syndromes need to be fresh
BRI (preferably live). We are not allowed to send the animals live down to the govt's lab in Geelong
or the Registry of Wildlife Pathology in Sydney so the tissues must be fixed and that
immediately aliminates entire ranges of testing enquiry. If we ware to limit oursalves to labs
within Queensland, then we could try to request a greater range of tests but these labs have
no-one experienced with the interpretation of results on amphibians. In the case of JCU
Townsville, they are under-resourced so whila they have the amphibian expertise for some
pathogen groups, they do net have the resources 1o cope with the massive volume of
. amphibian material that comes to them from the entire country, nor do they have the equipment
- of staff to handle environmental toxin identification.

Y

Baslc sdg’gastlons for the way forward:

~ a) How do you deﬁne “b:osecumy“ - nmlted border protection only, or the pursuit of pathogen
presence in Austraka for the protection of alt (human, plant and animal)? =

. b) Sufﬁcient and appropriats staffing and equipment to enable detaction of the full range of -
o pathogens that are already present in Australia as well as preparedness for those which eould
. become issues in the future (a.g., the new generation directly transmissable cancer that has
_'been found on Tassie Devils).

¢) Regulations need to be inclusive of the need to ensure diseased animals can be received at
credible institutions and in a form that allows proper pathogen detection, regardiess of state
borders. This may mean a special transport system is created and run by biosecurity which

“only handies the movement of plants and animals in a secure form to appropriate labs, OR: it
maeans that there needs to be more futly functioning diagnositic labs established in all states so
full diagnostic capabilities are easlly accessable in all states.

d) A new receiving centre needs to be setup in Cairns as a key entry port for pathogen entry in
the biologically fertile conditions of the tropics and because this region seems to be the
country's "hotspot” for new amphibian diseases. This facility should be able to recalva and
"procass” plants and animais for disease identification purposes and either have some
leboratory capabilities on site or be linked to other labs so that partially processed frash tissues
to can trangported to whera they need to go for the range of diagnositics that is required.
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o) All pathogens present in Australia regardiess of source nead to be identified before 2
sultable risk analysis can be undertaken for each of them, The current system automatically
dismisses pathogens based on taxa which means that risk is being assumed or ighored
without any empirical knowladge of what is here and active.

1) Educational opportunities need to be created, especially with the wildiife rehabilitation
commtinity, so that thelr access to wildlife ie conducted safely and g0 that the inforrmatien
they have access to can be collected and used.

Ifyou would like to discuss the content of this submission, please contact me via phonein
- the afternoons only on (07) 4033-0%23 or via emall at any time. | understand that there will
be no opportunities to meet with the panel in Caims but if any of the panel members should
- . bein Caims for other business, we would appreciate the opportunity to demonstrate our
~ work firsthand. ' -

- Thank you for your consideration.

B Sincerely,

Deborah Pergolotti

-~ President, Frog Decline R4
- (Cairnsg Frop Hospital)
- www.fdrpreject.org.au



