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Ciguatera Survey

Researchers are turning to the public to find answers to the devastating effects that a little
known disease called ciguatera (pronounced see-gwuh-ter-uh) can have on North
Queenslanders.

James Cook University Associate Professor Kirsten Heimann said ciguatera has an enormous
cost to human health and the economy and scientists are concerned that the largely
undiagnosed disease may become more prevalent in North Queensland.

“Ciguatera is a debilitating disease induced by the consumption of a variety of tropical reef fish
contaminated with toxins produced by marine algae called dinoflagellates,” A/Prof Heimann said.

Surprisingly little research has been done into the disease, which induces gastrointestinal and
neurological symptoms that can persist for months. Now the Australian Government’s Marine
and Tropical Sciences Research Facility (MTSRF) is funding A/Prof Heimann - the Queensland
Smart Women, Smart State research award winner in 2008 - to investigate the disease.

“What happens is the toxin in some algae is consumed by small fish, which are eaten by bigger
fish and the toxin is passed up the marine food web with large predator fish accumulating larger
quantities of toxins until it ends up on people’s plates,” she said.

A/Prof Heimann is concerned that environmental stress leading to coral death might enable the
particular algae that produces the toxins to establish in more areas of the Great Barrier Reef.

“Thus reductions in reef health — for example due to climate change - could result in an increase
in the incidence of ciguatera, not just an increase in its diagnosis,” Dr Heimann said.

It is estimated that only one in five cases of the disease is actually diagnosed in North
Queensland.

“We are planning to conduct a survey of the general public and recreational fishers, commercial
fishers and indigenous groups to get a better handle on the real incidence rate of the disease
and identify hot spots for the disease,” she said.

“In addition we are hoping to identify any seasonality in the disease, whether it is contracted at a
particular time of the year more often than other times of the year.”

More than 4000 phone calls will be made during the public survey that will be conducted
between Mackay and the Torres Strait.
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The initiative is due to commence in June, depending on ethics approval and cover funding.

Researchers will be asking people if they are aware of ciguatera, if they have ever had the
disease, what sort of fish they eat, where the fish was caught or bought and at what time of the
year.

Sheriden Morris, Chief Executive Officer of the Reef and Rainforest Centre (RRRC), which
administers the MTSRF, said that this was another example of how science could provide
solutions for north Queenslanders.

“Now more than ever, as the region faces the threats of climate change and the global economic
downturn, we need our scientists to deliver solutions,” Sheriden said. “Helping north
Queenslanders understand the risks of ciguatera, what fish species to avoid and when, is just
one of the many useful outcomes of the MTSRF program.”

“‘Many MTSRF researchers, including A/Prof Heimann, will present preliminary results at a
conference in Townsville from 28"-30" April 2009. Keep an eye on RRRC'’s website for more
details,” Sheriden added.
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For more information please contact Sheriden Morris, Reef and Rainforest Research Centre CEO, Marine and
Tropical Sciences Research Facility, phone 07 4050 7400, email sheriden.morris@rrrc.org.au, www.rrrc.org.au

A/Prof Kirsten Heimann, Director of NQAIF, Associate Editor Botanica Marina, Faculty of Science and Engineering,
School of Marine and Tropical Biology, James Cook University on phone (07) 4781 5795 or email
kirsten.heimann@jcu.edu.au
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