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MAJOR WILDLIFE PROJECT DRAWS TOGETHER KEY SUPPORT TO SAVE KOALA POPULATION
The Koala is a treasured Australian icon, but if it is to be preserved, then a team of expert researchers at the University of Sydney Faculty of Veterinary Science will have to move fast.

A new 3-year research project to understand, treat and prevent chlamydiosis and cryptococcosis in koala populations has attracted a large Australian Research Council (ARC Linkage) grant and also drawn together a multidisciplinary research team and industry partners who are dedicated to working together to save this unique animal for future generations. 

The project will address the most important infectious diseases of koalas – those that affect the sustainability of local koala populations and it is through preserving local populations that genetic diversity of the koala will be maintained. 
The project partners, who have joined forces for the first time to ensure the preservation of the koala in its natural environment, include:
• The Australian Koala Foundation - the leading scientific and national spokes-organisation for the conservation of the koala
• Pfizer Australia the nation's leading healthcare company committed to the fight against infectious disease in animals
• The Koala Preservation Society of New South Wales - dedicated to the care and welfare of the koala.
• WIRES - committed to the preservation of wildlife in the natural environment.
• Mayne Health Vetnostics – serving the veterinary profession in their fight against animal disease. A major supplier of diagnostic services to veterinary and animal industries.

The total grant is worth approximately $1.05 million dollars over a 3 year period. All partners have pledged generous contributions of funds and in-kind support to match the ARC Grant of $392,262 and the University’s own contribution. This major research project will have a focus in Port Macquarie, where sick and injured animals from the local koala population are presented to the Koala Hospital. Other koala populations will be opportunistically included in the project.

The Faculty of Veterinary Science at the University of Sydney has a long and productive history in wildlife disease studies, particularly in koalas. The principal investigators on this project bring a diverse range of expertise from pharmacology, clinical pathology, immunology and science to host pathogen-environment interactions. 

A great enthusiasm for their research has led to an excellent collaborative environment within the team and project as a whole. The Faculty of Veterinary Science Team will be led by Dr Mark Krockenberger and includes well known koala researcher Professor Paul Canfield as well as Drs Susan Hemsley, Damien Higgins, Merran Govendir and Richard Malik. They will be working closely with their expert industry partners to ensure a positive outcome for the koala. 

As Dr Krockenberger says, “Koala populations are placed under ever increasing environmental stress because of ongoing destruction of koala habitat. Under such circumstances, disease plays an increasing role in the survival of these fragmenting populations - it is widely accepted it is a factor that contributes to the decreases in population reproduction and therefore population viability”. 

“Chlamydiosis and cryptococcosis are two common infectious diseases that are having an increasing impact on the health of threatened koala populations through high death rates and infertility,” says Mark Krockenberger. “This project is an exciting opportunity to find out more about the development and progression of these diseases and to apply scientific rigour to their treatment and control, maximising the benefit to both individual animals and populations of koalas. The fact that the project has attracted such major research funding shows it to be research of national importance.” 

Professor Canfield adds, ‘It is vital that the koala and its environment be preserved for future generations of Australians. This fight against infectious diseases is part of that strategy, a strategy which was embraced so willingly by our industry partners. All are dedicated to ensuring the conservation of the koala in its natural habitat. We know that local communities and other koala carer groups will join us in this struggle. It is by winning this struggle that Australia can send a clear message to the world about conservation through harmony between man and nature.”

For further information please contact: Libby Greig on mobile 0418 194 554 or (02) 9973 4825, or Dr Mark Krockenberger, (02) 9351 2023 (Faculty of Veterinary Science, Building B14, University of Sydney, NSW 2006). 


CHLAMYDIOSIS AND CRYPTOCOCCOSIS

Chlamydiosis is the most prevalent disease of koalas. Although caused by different strains and species of Chlamydophila than chlamydiosis in people, it has many similarities to the disease in people, causing painful proliferative conjunctivitis, keratitis, rhinitis, and inflammation and fibrosis of the urinary and reproductive tracts. Urogenital tract disease causes difficulty with urination, urinary incontinence and urine staining known as “wet bottom” or “dirty tail”. Severely affected animals become blind, infertile or die. 

The research project includes studies into contemporary management practices for Chlamydiosis in koala primary care facilities. From clinical treatment trials, the efficacy of relevant antibacterial agents and the most effective treatment methods will be determined, and strategies developed for preventing transmission and development of clinical disease.

Cryptococcosis causes rhinitis, pneumonia or meningitis in people and animals. The fungal organism causing this disease is widespread and has been found to colonise the nasal cavities of 30% to 100% of koalas in coastal NSW. Unlike C. neoformans, which predominately affects immunocompromised people, C.gattii causes disease in normal hosts including people, cats, dogs and koalas. Peculiarly, koalas and humans seem susceptible to infection through the association of C.gattii with certain eucalypts, and as the organism is most readily isolated from tree hollows, the use of these hollows by other fungi, insects, birds and arboreal marsupials may be contributing factors to the spread of the organism.

No successful therapy of cryptococcosis in koalas has been reported. The project aims to determine the efficacy of antifungal drugs in clinical and subclinical cryptococcosis of koalas. Environmental factors encouraging the disease’s development will be investigated by looking at the temperature, humidity and other biological factors involved in the growth of the fungus, particularly in the hollows of Eucalyptus camaldulensis, the organism’s major environmental niche in Australia. Strategies will also be evaluated that could decrease the environmental presence of C. gattii in koala enclosures in zoos and wildlife parks through surface-acting environmental antifungal agents.
