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ComBio 2005 - Adelaide Convention Centre September 26-29

GENETICALLY ENGINEERED BIO-TECH MOUSE TRAP MAY PROVIDE ANSWER 
TO PLAGUES IN RURAL AUSTRALIA
A mouse specific herpes virus that blocks reproduction in mice may provide large areas of Australia with relief from mouse plagues that affect farm production and cause despair in rural homes and communities.

A major biological sciences conference in Adelaide today heard of exciting preliminary research where the genetically engineered virus affects breeding among wild mice under controlled laboratory conditions.

Transmission of the mouse cytomegalovirus has rendered study mice populations infertile for up to 250 days, which is the equivalent to the breeding season in the wild.

Dr Lyn Hinds, a research scientist and invasive animal team leader with CSIRO, said current control measures for mice included poisoning with zinc phosphide.

“For many years strychnine was used to kill mouse populations in the wild, but it was banned in the early 1990s.

“The problem with poisoning is that it is costly, it is not species specific and there are cases where animals have become bait shy.

“The new concept is to develop technologies, which may include genetically modified organisms, to control fertility in wild mice populations.

“In areas ranging from the Darling Downs in Queensland, across NSW and South Australia, mouse numbers peak every three to four years.

“Plague proportions are defined by being able to trap more than 1,000 mice per hectare of land.

“In effect, our research is about developing a biotech mousetrap that can prevent reproduction in mice and reduce enormous stress and financial losses in rural communities.”

Speaking at the ComBio 2005 conference at the Adelaide Convention Centre, Dr Hinds said various strains of mouse cytomegalovirus already existed in the wild.
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“Our studies suggest the virus is species specific in that it will not affect other native or introduced species of mammals,” she said.

Modelling of the changes in populations demonstrates that if the virus can generate 70 per cent infertility over a full breeding season in the wild, it would keep mice numbers below the economic damage threshold.

“While the research to date is promising, there are still a number of challenges in terms of bio-safety and animal welfare,” Dr Hinds said.

“For example, we have to be able to ensure sufficient transmission and induction of infertility among mice populations.

“Secondly, we need to be certain that the virus is species specific.

“Importantly, we have to be sure it is a publicly acceptable pest control measure.  Some initial surveys with focus groups indicate people are happy with this control measure if it is safe and species specific.”

The research is an Invasive Animals Cooperative Research Centre project involving scientists at the CSIRO and the University of Western Australia, and it is funded by the Grains Research and Development Corporation.
“Depending on the outcome of current transmission studies, it is our intention to apply to the Office of the Gene Technology Regulator to conduct field trials in Queensland in the next 12 months," Dr Hinds said.

The ComBio biological sciences meeting in Adelaide has brought together 900 delegates from around the world to report on new discoveries about diseases that affect millions of people around the world and crops that sustain vast populations.

ComBio 2005 is a joint meeting of the Australian Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the Australia and New Zealand Society for Cell and Developmental Biology and the Australian Society of Plant Scientists.

The conference will run at the Adelaide Convention Centre from Monday to Thursday.  It will also honor the 50th anniversary of the Australian Biochemical Society and the Australian Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology.
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Dr Lyn Hinds is available on 0418 200 809.
For further information, contact Trevor Gill on  0418 821948
