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In this issue: Welcome
Welcome to our second newsletter. W
Captive el oo
insurance Our aim is to inform you about o o
population progress in combating the Devil &
Facial Tumour Disease (DFTD) that is
DFTD: The threatening Tasmanian devils in the
story so far wild across Tasmania.
A lot has happened since February
SEHEEE this year, when I joined the

research in
the spotlight

Tasmanian devil disease team. This
includes meeting not only the team
members, but also the many wildlife
park owners, scientists, university
researchers and community groups j
who are playing an active part in Steven Smith
efforts to save the devil.

An example of the far flung interest and concern in the project
was highlighted in June this year. I met representatives from

the Maxvalu Supermarket chain in Japan, who contributed
$30,000 raised by them and their customers to assist in our local
conservation efforts.

Qantas has become a major supporter. Qantas recently funded
and produced nine Tasmanian devil donation sculptures for
location at airports on the mainland and in Tasmania - and

at Visitor Centres at some National Parks and the Tasmanian
Museum and Art Gallery. Early signs are that they are proving
successful in gathering money to support management actions
and scientific research. They are also raising awareness about the
plight of the devil.

Scientists involved in the program have published four more
research papers. They reflect how much knowledge has been
gained in a relatively short period of time and clarify the state of
knowledge of this emerging disease and its impacts.

Trapping
news

Continued next page ...
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Our second newsletter

Captive Insurance
Population Update

... from previous page

A lot of unpublished information has

been gathered by our team, including The captive breeding “insurance”
those undertaking monitoring across population established by DPIW early in
Tasmania, those involved in disease 2005 - to be sent to approved wildlife
suppression trials on the Tasman- institutions on the mainland - remains
Forestier Peninsulas, those managing free of the disease. Some of these devils
captive insurance populations, those have produced young that will also go to
working in veterinary laboratories, and the mainland institutions. All these animals
those at the University of Tasmania and could play an important role, if ever
in other institutions. needed, in helping to re-establish healthy
populations in Tasmania. Mainland wildlife
Other major news has been the parks have been chosen as they are well
appointment of leading wildlife away from diseased areas. Unfortunately
mathematical ecologist, Professor the disease has now been recorded in
Hamish McCallum, as Senior Scientist devils at one wildlife park in Tasmania.
with the project. Formerly from the
University of Queensland, Professor The insurance population, gathered from
McCallum commenced at the University areas of the State where there has not
of Tasmania in October. He is a leader been evidence of the disease, is housed in
in the field of wildlife epidemiology and purpose-built quarantine enclosures. These
his role will include integrating the many isolated animals are maintained under
lines of research into the disease that strict veterinary supervision.

are occurring at a range of institutions.
Animals within the insurance population

To streamline management, a new high- currently meet the established criteria as
level Steering Committee for the Project low risk and are suitable for being moved
has been established. It will assist the interstate. Subject to final health checks
flow of information to the wide range of and interstate agreement, they will all be
groups interested in the disease. The moved before Christmas. As a wonderful
new structure consists of a Steering early Christmas present, Qantas and
Committee (involving DPIW, University Australian Air Express have offered to pay
of Tasmania, Australian Wildlife for the freight of these animals to their
Health Network and Commonwealth new homes in what we call “Project Ark”.

representatives), the devil disease team
and a Stakeholder Reference Group
(including eco-tourism, farmers, wildlife
park operators, RSPCA, Parks and
Wildlife Service, veterinary and scientific
representatives).

Both of these groups are able to bring
proper scrutiny to the program, and also
to support and promote the work of the
devil disease team.

Steven Smith
Manager, Devil Facial Tumour
Disease Program
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Devil Facial Tumour Disease: The story so far
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Devil Facial Tumour Disease (DFTD)
is a fatal condition in Tasmanian
devils, characterised by cancers
around the mouth and head. The
cancers usually begin as small
lesions or lumps in and around

the mouth. These quickly develop
into large tumours on the face and
neck (and sometimes other parts of
the body). Devils with the disease
usually die within three to eight
months of the lesions first appearing.

A research program, which became
known as the Devil Facial Tumour
Disease (DFTD) Program, or

more simply the Devil Disease
Program, has been established

to investigate the disease and
identify management options.
Co-ordinated by the Department

of Primary Industries and Water
(DPIW), it involves researchers and
experts from a range of institutions,
including University of Tasmania, University
of Queensland, University of Sydney,
Murdoch University, and wildlife parks and
zoos (both local and interstate).

The program is focussed on the key areas
of:

¢ Population monitoring - Gathering
data in the field to clarify disease
distribution and impacts, and to help
determine conservation strategies.

e Disease diagnostics - A laboratory-
based investigation of the disease itself,
which includes defining the disease,
exploring the transmission of the
disease, possible causes, and so on.

e Wild management - Aims to establish
methods for managing the impact of
the disease in the wild.

e Captive management - Aims to
establish a captive breeding population
with ‘founders’ taken from areas of
the State where there hasn’t been any
record of the disease.

‘ LEFT: A blood
sample is taken
from a Tasmanian

devil during yeld
research.

At the time of
writing, the
disease had been
confirmed at 60
separate sites
covering 56 per
cent of the State.
The majority of
animals affected
are adults. Up

to 83 per cent

of adults in a
population have
been recorded

: displaying the
Szl | disease.

B :

In the lab, researchers have collected and

examined blood, tissue and tumour samples
from hundreds of animals to build up a
detailed knowledge bank on the disease.
The aim is to identify the origin of the
cancer cells, as this can give clues to the
cause.

Earlier this year research by members of the
team on the genetic make-up of the cancer
involved was published in the international
journal Nature. Their research indicated that
the method of transmission of the disease
between animals was consistent with direct
animal to animal transfer of cancerous cells
between animals.

Chromosomal studies of the tumours found
there had been a complex re-arrangement
of the chromosomes which was identical

in all animals studied. Their research
indicates that not only is the DFTD directly
transmissible between devils, but that the
infective agent is a rogue cell-line that
evolved in a tumour of unknown origin.
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Latest research

Scientific publications play an important part
in sharing the latest knowledge about the
disease with the wider scientific community
and general public, encouraging discussion
and debate.

The September issue of Public Library

of Science Biology contains a paper by

Dr Menna Jones and Professor Hamish
McCallum. They use DFTD as a case study
on managing an emerging disease threat. It
highlights the need to make management
decisions with imperfect knowledge and the
need to continuously manage the known
risks. Once a decision has been made to
respond to the threat, the next step is to
establish disease-free captive or free-living
populations in places that can be isolated
from the disease. The paper examines the
range of options for managing the disease
threat and the associated risks.

The August edition of Biological
Conservation, (available online from Science
Direct, www.sciencedirect.com), published
research by scientists from a range of
institutions, co-ordinated by DPIW wildlife
biologist Clare Hawkins.

The research
brought together
results from all the
field monitoring
that has been
undertaken as part
of the program.

It also combines
data from annual
spotlighting surveys |
over the last decade, |!
and historical
records of devil
trapping, to give an
overall picture of the
changing distribution §
of Devil Facial
Tumour Disease
and its impact on
Tasmanian devil
populations.

Based on analysis of trapping, spotlighting
and public observations, the paper presents
the following findings:

¢ No signs resembling DFTD were
reported in any of more than 2020
Tasmanian devils trapped by biologists
prior to 1996.

e From the few sites for which timing of
DFTD emergence can be estimated,
there is evidence for geographical
spread of the disease.

e The proportion of animals displaying
signs at any one site reached up to 83
per cent of trapped adults.

e Spotlighting surveys and trapping
indicated a significant local association
between population decline and date of
first report of DFTD.

e In the region where DFTD signs were
first reported, average spotlighting
sightings declined by 80 per cent from
1993-1995 to 2001-2003.

e Analysis of spotlighting data indicated
there was a 41 per cent decline in
average sightings across the State from
1992-95 to 2002-2005.

In the November 2006 edition of
Veterinary Pathology, staff from the
veterinary pathology group in the project,
in collaboration with Murdoch University,
published their research into the origin of
the cells involved. This research has been
important for hinting at a possible cause of
the disease.

Using specialised cell staining techniques
to look at the characteristics of the tumour
cells, the team were able to establish

the make-up of the cells. Their research
supports the hypothesis that the cells

are of neuroendocrine origin. Although
DFTD was once thought to be a variant

of lymphosarcoma, and a retrovirus was
considered a possible cause, this research
provides evidence to the contrary. The paper
states that comparative studies in humans

Continued next page ...
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Latest research in the spotlight

... from previous page

indicate that genetic factors are a major
cause in the development of these types of
tumours.

Key to any research into a major disease
is a definition of the disease and its
characteristics. Staff from DPIW have
recently also published a case definition of
the disease in Veterinary Pathology. The
work involved extensive investigation of 91
cases of the disease involving necropsies,
cytological, histopathological and electron
microscopic mapping of the tumour cells,
and immunohistochemical cell staining
techniques.

are very aggressive local cancers that have
metastasised (i.e. spread to other parts of
the body) in more than 60 per cent of cases.

Transmission trials are underway examining
the transmission of DFTD. Preliminary
results support the growing scientific
acceptance that the infective agent is a
rogue cell-line passed between devils by
allograft. This has implications for control
and suppression of the disease.

In September 2006, DFTD was gazetted
under the Animal Health Act as a List B
notifiable disease.

The publication reported that there was
little difference in the tumours across
their range, that they affect both male
and female animals equally, and that they

Scientific Forum

The Senior Scientist will convene a DFTD Scientific
Forum at the University of Tasmania, Hobart, in
February 2007 to present the results of research
to date, consider future plans and encourage open
discussion and debate.

Round the traps

The PVC poly-trap, developed by DPIW'’s
wildlife biologist Nick Mooney for monitoring
Tasmanian devils in the wild, is now an
award winning design. Nick appeared on
ABC TV'’s New Inventors program, and his
purpose-designed trap was voted the
People’s Choice Award.

The Australian Government has listed
the Tasmanian devil as a vulnerable
species under the Environment
Protection and Biodiversity Act. The
Tasmanian Government listed the
species earlier this year.

A great new Website for the Tasmanian
devil is being developed that will

bring together information across
departments and link with the
University. The new site will allow
people to get up to date information on
the disease and scientific publications,
as well as games for children, photos
and natural history information.

People will also be able to donate on-line to
the University Foundation “Save the Devil”
appeal. The Website should go live before
Christmas.

New inventor Nick Mooney in the studio
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Trapping news

To improve our knowledge of the disease,
devil monitoring sites have been maintained
across the State. Data from this monitoring
help us to understand the spread of the
disease and its impact on wild populations.

The latest results indicate that populations
remain healthy and viable :
in the western third of
the State (see map).
During August, a 10-

day monitoring trip was
undertaken at a long-
term site in the State’s
far northwest. During the
trip, 110 animals were
captured with no evidence
of disease. Clare Hawkins
reported they had never
caught as many deuvils at
one site.

With research

indicating the disease is
transmissible, new cases
continue to occur in areas

Map showing known distribution of
DFTD in Tasmania (November 2006)

where the disease had not previously been
recorded. New confirmed sites are near Lake
Pedder, in the southwest, and approximately
30 kilometres west of Pencil Pine, near

Mt Cattley. The disease has also been
recorded approximately six kilometres from
Narawntapu National Park.

Monitoring will continue
at various sites where the
disease has been known
for long periods. This will
provide information on
the long-term impacts

of the disease and its
persistence in populations.
This information is

being incorporated in
predictive models of devil
populations and disease
changes, to identify key
factors affecting these
changes, and to guide
the planning of disease
control strategies in wild
populations.

Wild management update

Under the supervision of Menna Jones,
Dydee Mann and Chrissy Pukk have been
working valiantly in the trial on the Tasman
and Forestier Peninsulas to suppress the
spread of DFTD. Frequent and
extensive trapping over the o
Forestier peninsula has allowed [
them to keep an eye on 350
individuals microchipped there
so far, monitoring their health
and breeding status. About

60 diseased devils have been
trapped and removed from the
peninsula since this program
began two years ago.

From trapping data, Chrissy
and Dydee have found that
at least two devils have

crossed the Dunalley bridge in the last six
months. Experiments are continuing to see
if it is possible to modify the bridge over
the Denison Canal to keep diseased devils
= from entering the peninsula. Trials of
-".} various cattlegrid-like structures have
been carried out at a local wildlife
park. These will help to determine the
best shape and spacing for the grid,
deterring devils while allowing heavy
traffic to pass. Possible additional
structures to include on the bridge are
water jets, bright spotlights at devil
eye level and barking dog noises,

all triggered by a sensor system set

to devil height. This could prove an
interesting challenge for patrons of the
nearby hotel when walking home across
the bridge!
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