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WHY LOOK AT RCD FOR AUSTRALIA'S RABBITS?

A potential new biological control agent for wild
rabbits held considerable appeal in Australia. It had the
potential to supplement the waning effectiveness of
myxomatosis, would be species-specific and less costly
than conventional techniques such as ripping rabbit
warrens, poisoning, fumigation, and fencing.

In 1989, the Conservation Ministers of Australia
agreed to start investigations into RCD, which was
spreading rapidly across Europe and Asia, to assess its
potential as a biological control agent for rabbits.
Following this promising initial assessment in both the
laboratory and field, the Agriculture and Conservation
Ministers of Australia and New Zealand agreed to
continue the assessment in Australia. The main events in
that assessment are in Table 2.

HOW DOES AUSTRALIA ASSESS BIOLOGICAL
CONTROL AGENTS?

Biological control agents in Australia can be assessed
using a legislative process, defined in the Biological
Control Act 1984. The process requires the unanimous
agreement of the Commonwealth, State and Territory, and
New Zealand Agriculture and Resource Management
Ministers, known as the Agriculture and Resource
Management Council of Australia and New Zealand
(ARMCANZ), to commence the process of nominating
biological control dgents and targets by secking public
comment. The Minister is required to consider the public
submissions, a task which he has delegated to the Bureau
of Resource Sciences.

The Biological Control Act requires that the Minister
be satisfied that the nominated pest (target) causes harm,
that it is controllable by biological means, and that any
harm caused by controlling the pest is less than the benefit
from failing to control the pest. Similarly, for the
proposed agent, it needs to be able to control the pest and
any harm caused from releasing the agent, other than that
from controlling the pest, needs to be less than the harm
from not controlling the pest, or using other means to
control the pest. The main issues raised in the
submissions are considered below.

The Bureau of Resource Sciences recommended to the
Minister that the requirements for agent and target
organisms were met, and the Minister consulted his
ARMCANZ colleagues to make the relevant declarations.
ARMCANZ members unanimously agreed to declare
rabbits a target organism and RCD agent organisms in
September 1996, Similar declarations were later made in
all States and the Northern Territory to authorize release
in those jurisdictions.

IS RCD SAFE?

In 1991 the virus was imported into the
microbiologically secure Australian Animal Health
Laboratories to test its species specificity and
effectiveness.  Thirty-three non-target species were
inoculated with a dose of rabbit calicivirus and
subsequently tested by a ramge of tests for signs of

infection (Table 3). The tests used for detecting RCD
were clinical signs of disease, sentinel rabbits, antibody
detection by indirect and competition enzyme linked
immunosorbent assays, polymerase chain reaction and
histological examination of tissues. Suspicious tissues
found by histological examination could be subjected to
specific immunofluorescence and immunoperoxidase
staining, however, no tissues from non-target species have
required this testing. These tests did not detect any
infection of any non-target species by rabbit calicivirus.
RCD was found to be 98% effective in killing adult
Australian and New Zealand laboratory and captured wild
rabbits (Lenghaus et al. 1994).

A literature review of the testing of non-target species
by laboratories overseas found 14 studies in which 26
non-target species were tested with no reports of disease
caused by rabbit haemorrhagic disease in any non-target
species (Bureau of Resource Sciences 1996).

WILL RABBIT CALICIVIRUS HARM PEOPLE?

Despite the wide international occurrence of RCD and
corresponding human exposure, there is no evidence of
illness or disease in humans.  Since there was
considerable concern raised about the possibility of
humans being infected with rabbit calicivirus and there
were no specific studies of human health in the literature,
the Australian Government commissioned a study to
compare people exposed to RCD with a similar group not
exposed. The study consisted of serological assessment
and a health questionnaire of participants, and a survey of
international laboratories working with the virus.

The study found all blood samples were negative to
antibodies to rabbit calicivirus and no difference was
found between those exposed to the virus and those not
exposed. There was also no difference found in illnesses
reported from the two groups. The overseas laboratories
which replied to the survey did not report any illness
associated with exposure to rabbit calicivirus, and where
any testing for antibodies has been done, all reported
negative results (Anon 1996).

WHAT ABOUT THE RABBIT INDUSTRIES?

Rabbit industries in Australia have concentrated on
harvesting wild rabbits, mainly in the arid inland areas.
The best cuts of meat are used for human consumption,
the off-cuts for pet food and the fur from the pelts for
hats, including the famous Akubra, with a small number
of pelts used for clothing. The size of the industry
varies, depending on the season and disease. The export
market for Australian rabbit meat increased in the Iate
1980s, thought to be due to the effects of RCD in China
and Europe, and decreased markedly from 1992, due to
drought. The total value of Australia’s wild rabbit
industries is estimated at $9.1 million for rabbit meat and
byproducts, and $10.7 million wholesale for hat
production. The industry is thought to employ the
equivalent of 68 full time shooters and 70 meat processes
(Foster and Telford 1996)., The rabbit meat industry
virtually ceased following the escape of RCD in 1995.




















