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Marine pest infesting our waters may provide new treatment for inflammatory conditions

An introduced pest species that is infesting Australian marine ecosystems has characteristics that could benefit people with inflammatory conditions such as arthritis.

Australian researchers have found that tissue from the European fan worm also displays anti-cancer properties.

The European fan worm is native to the Mediterranean and eastern Atlantic coast, and it was introduced to Australian waters from the hulls and ballast water of ships.

The worm has the ability to thrive in water that is polluted, such as major ports.  It competes with native marine life for suspended phytoplankton food, and worm colonies spread rapidly over the sea floor to smother and threaten natural ecosystems.

However, a major biological sciences meeting in Sydney heard today that this invasive species, which is a declared introduced marine pest in Australia, may in fact have beneficial qualities.

Associate Professor Theo Macrides of the RMIT University in Melbourne said the European fan worm became the subject of research interest because of its outstanding survival profile.

“In Europe, the fan worm is used as a biomarker for heavy metals in marine waters, and it is now infesting ports in Australia where water is at times heavily polluted,” he told the COMBIO conference at the Sydney Convention Centre.

“This worm is a survivor, and we figured it must have an outstanding defence mechanism.

“Our interest has been in analysing the worm to determine its defensive capabilities, and the potential to harness those qualities.”

The European fan worm has been found in waters off Western Australia, South Australia, Victoria and New South Wales.  It attaches to hard substrates with a tube extending upwards to feather like projections resembling a fan.
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The RMIT Natural Products Research Group extracted and tested tissue from European fan worms found in Port Phillip Bay off Melbourne.

Researchers discovered metabolites and other compounds in the tissue that showed anti-inflammatory and anti-cancer characteristics.

“The research is at a very early stage, but the initial findings give us sufficient cause to explore the potential of commercially harvesting this pest species to develop anti-inflammatory oil,” Assoc. Professor Macrides said.

“This could be in the form of oil in a capsule similar to the way that fish oil has been marketed as a natural Omega 3 supplement.

“If this was possible, the spread of the pest species could potentially be controlled while providing a beneficial compound for people with inflammatory conditions.”

COMBIO 2007 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.

Interview:

Associate Professor Theo Macrides is available for interview.

To arrange an interview, please call Trevor Gill, COMBIO 2007 Media Relations on 0418 821948

