
Scicntisu from CSIRO's Australian 
Antmal llcalrh Laboratory (AAHL) 
a nd the Otvt ~ io n of Wildli fe and 

Ecology .He wor l..ing with a natio nal 
tas kforce to tn ves ttga tc the cause of 
wide<prcad blindness in kangaroos. 

A11 outbreak of kangaroo blindness was 
reported in South Austra lia in lace 1993. 
Suhscquclttly, l:argc numbers of kanga ro<>S 
were .tffeucd ill New South Wales and 
Victoria. The epidemic peaked in Ju ly ro 
O ctober 1 99~, and con
tinued into I ?95. 

Kangaroo~ affi icted 
with the di >CJ>C look 
almost normal, c.m feed 
and generally mamtain 
hod) COt\dit ion. When 
disturbed, howe\'Ct, the} 
are obviothly bli 11d and 
stumblc into ob>tadcs. 

From <:m1plc., of dis· 
eased ka ng~roo;, two 
insec t- borne vi tuses 
\\ere i10l>1t ed b) CSI RO 
in co llabo ra t iOn wttl> 
Victorian .1nd NSW \'Ct
~nnaf) labor.ttorics. The 
cwo viru'c' , ca lled 
\'<lurcgo ~nd Wall.tl. arc 
orhi\lru,~$ Jnd .uc 
tratHllllttcd by \mall, 
bit ing mid ge' cal led 
Culicoides. 

Using electron mic· 
roscop)• a 1 AA I I I ~ both 
virust·~ wen;.• ' ccn m rf..'li· 
tU> of .lflcctcd kanga
roos. Based o n these 
findmg~. 11 was probable 
that ,, uuin of one of 
thcse \'lnl~ c.tused the 
blind ne~>. 

Animal transmission 
tria ls conducted by 
Eli7,thcdt McA rr hur 
Agriculture ln~titutc sci
entists tn NSW' repro
duced tlt c dheasc i u 
kangaroos. Subsequent 

Calicivirus under review 
In Other virus-rdated n::se:uch, CSJRO l1.1s 
been worktng with Ausrulian and New 
7.t':lland .1gcn~ics to itwcSLig:ne the potcnti.tl 
of rabbit calicivirus (pronounced cal -c-~<'C· 
virus) .ts an additional conrrol of Au<rr.tli;t 's 
worst vcrtcbr:tte pest: the European rabbit. 

Rabb it calicivirus is a natura lly 
occu rri ng virus tha t o nl y aFfec ts the 
Europ~.t ll rJbbit. it has spread to mu re than 
40 countric> arou nd the world . 

di!Terem species of animal, were inocul.u~"tl "' 
witlt large doses of mbbit caliovtru$. None ~ 
of dto\c animals became infected or stck. ~ 
!'his is one of the largest >tudie. ever " 
undertaken 10 determine the ho:.t range of J 
an anim:1l virus. tt 

In 1994 . stare and Commnnwc.tlth "' 
.1gencics joined eo coordinate a field trial 
dl'signcd 10 ccst the cAcctivcnes< of the v~ru< 
under more nat ural condition,. The 11 ia l 
>tnrtcd on \XI:udang Island early in 199). 

I n O cto ber 199S, 
the virus escaped ftom 
\XIardang lsbnd .tnd 
sub>equcnd)· spru d w 
Yunra and the H111dcrs 
Ranges m SA. fhc ''trus 
concinuc:.\ to \pre.all ln 
SA and h"' rc;ldtcd 
Broken Hi ll in N\\'<1 
and C.1 mcrnn\ Corner 
in Q ueensland. 

Prt>g r~ m sc ientists 
working in 1he Flindcr> 
Ranges re pm t 1 hat 
rabbit numbers havt' 
droppcd by more th.1n 
95% allowtng the tc
genc:ration of many 
nati\'C pbnt •pcxic:>. 

Common \\ ealth 
m inis ter, for the l'n
viro nmc nt , Sp<>rt and 
Territori es and l'rim.~ry 

lndusrrie• and (·.ncrgy. 

und thci t ~"" " anti 
te rrito ry counterparts 
have agt·ecd " ' coop<r.llc 
in as~c,l ing ru l> h it 
calicivi rus. A ca ll for 
public c.;ommcnl un the 
virus·~ form.d rclcJse 
was i~sued 10 Occembt'r 
1995, wi th J \'ie\\ le> 

making 3 retOill lll ell
dattOn 10 /\larch 1995. 

re<~ < at AA I ll indic.1tcd Kangaroo blindness Is caused by a virus transmitted by biting midges known as Cullcolde>s. 

If r:tbbit t alicivirtl\ i, 
approved fo r nationa l 
release, pin ns will be 
developed with l.t nd · 
ownc·rs tO maximi ;e the 
lo ng- te rm iml>.tCt on that the lesions in the The virus is known to hav~ existed in kangaroos for ~t le.ast 20 year~. 

cxporimenrally infected 
kang>roo~ wcrt· assoctatcd wirh infection by 
tl1e \'<lallal virus and that it had caused the 
dtSL'aSC. 

Samplcs t.tkcn from kangaroos some 20 
year> ago have bt'en retrospectively analysed 
at AAI-11 and ~hown w contain both virus
es. T hi\ rein forces a view already held by 
scientist> tl\at kangaroo blindness is not a 
new disc.11c. 
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Overseas. nbbit cal icivirus has been 
tc\tcd in l S animal species: none became 
tnfcucd or sick. No evidence hos been 
presented to <how that rhis vinas pose. any 
greater ri>k tO humans thw other viru>C> 
that we come tn comact with everyday. 

In 1989, the Aus tral ian and New 
Zcal.1 nd governments comm is. io ncd a 
tltrcc·ye"r srudy by CSIRO, ill wlt iclt 28 

r:tbbir number;, l{abhit 
c.ltcivtrus alo ne would not be a 'magtc 
bull et '. lt would add to rabbit control' 
currendy m w;e, 

Th~ lnrm mfomtntiOJI "" rnbbu ralirit•irus is 
lltlllilll bh 0 11 tlu \'(/orld \'(lid~ \'(lr/, lit 

lu t p: /!tu w uJ. ~~ i ro. t1 uko m m 11 n IC/111 o nl r11 !.. b 1/JI 
mbbiu.lum or fiwn tht mbbil t'll!iri11irus 
infomwion li11t , (052) 27 5 123. 


