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Scientific Update 
In august last year, leading scientific journal 
Nature published two papers by Eliminate 
Dengue Program members that described 
the results from our work in the lab and the 
first open field trials of the Wolbachia method 
conducted in far north Queensland in 2011. 
This first field trial involved releasing Wolbachia 
mosquitoes every week for 10 weeks. Five 
weeks after the final release it was determined 
that 100% of the mosquitoes at Yorkeys Knob 
carried Wolbachia and 90% in Gordonvale. 
Ongoing monitoring (to February 2012) tells 
us that Wolbachia is still present in 99% of 
Aedes aegypti mosquitoes in Yorkeys Knob 
and Gordonvale. 

With the help of residents in neighbouring 
holloways Beach and Pyramid Estate we are 
also monitoring mosquito populations in these 
suburbs to see if Wolbachia is spreading 
beyond the trial sites. We have detected a very 
small number of mosquitoes with Wolbachia 
here and will continue monitoring in these 
suburbs and at Yorkeys Knob and Gordonvale 
over the 2012 wet season.

The 2011 published results recorded many 
years of work and provided the first evidence 
that Wolbachia-based strategies can be 
deployed as a practical approach to dengue 
suppression with the potential for area-wide 
implementation at low cost. But we still have a 
lot of work to do.

Final proof on the ability of Wolbachia to 
reduce dengue disease in communities will 
not be determined until field trials in dengue-
endemic countries are completed. Planning 
for these is underway in Vietnam, Indonesia 
and Brazil. This is needed because there is not 
sufficient dengue transmission in cairns to  
get enough data to accurately measure the 
disease impact. 

In December a small group from Eliminate 
Dengue welcomed Bill and Melinda Gates 
to cairns for a personal briefing on the 
australian field trials that are being funded 
by the Foundation for the National Institutes 
of health through the Grand challenges 
in Global health Initiative of the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation. 

The couple visited James cook University 
to see the rearing of the Wolbachia 
mosquitoes; were given a presentation on 

the progress of the research and visited 
residents in Yorkeys Knob. 

Go to - www.thegatesnotes.com/Topics/
Health/Using-Disease-to-Fight-Disease - 
to read a personal article by Bill Gates about 
his visit to cairns.

Visit by Bill and Melinda Gates to Cairns

at the same time, due to the overwhelming 
success of the 2011 trial, we had a rethink of 
our strategy for a second trial in australia in 
2012 for what we believe will be an even better 
outcome for long-term dengue-prevention in 
cairns and inform the roll-out of the Wolbachia 
method internationally (see page 2).

Diagram below: Wolbachia dengue 
control method Mosquitoes infected with 
Wolbachia mate with wild mosquitoes, and 
pass Wolbachia to their offspring. If all Aedes 
aegypti mosquitoes have Wolbachia they will 
have reduced ability to transmit the dengue 
virus between people.

Above: Bill and Melinda Gates were given 
a briefing on the project by Professors  
Scott ritchie (left), ary hoffmann (second 
right) and Scott O’Neill (right).

Our next challenge
Much has happened in the last 12 months for 
the Eliminate Dengue Program and I would like 
to take this opportunity to recount the highlights 
and set out our goals for 2012.

For regular up-to-date information on the 
progress of our work please visit the program 
website at www.eliminatedengue.com

Professor Scott O’Neill 
Eliminate Dengue, Program Leader 
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In January 2012 the Ethical and Technical 
review Board of the Ministry of health, 
Vietnam granted approval to the Eliminate 
Dengue Vietnam Project to undertake a pilot 

release of Wolbachia mosquitoes on Tri 
Nguyen Island, near Nha Trang, Vietnam. 
The Ministry of health is now considering the 
recommendations from the review Board 
and it is hoped the first release will occur 
later in 2012.

Our goal for the first field trial in Vietnam is 
similar to that in australia, to see if we can 
introduce and establish Wolbachia in the wild 
Aedes aegypti populations on Tri Nguyen 
Island, and to see how well it will spread. 

Over two-years of extensive engagement 
activities, the community on Tri Nguyen Island 
has shown overwhelming support for the 
project, comfortable in the knowledge that 
the method has been trialed in australia. an 
independent risk assessment of a release of 
Wolbachia mosquitoes in Vietnam was also 
commissioned by the Project and concluded 

that there was ‘negligible risk’ of Wolbachia 
Aedes aegypti causing more harm than 
existing wild Aedes aegypti in Vietnam. read 
the report at www.eliminatedengue.com/
Events (14-15 July 2011).

If Wolbachia spreads successfully on Tri 
Nguyen Island and invades the wild mosquito 
population, we will commence planning to 
move to a much larger field trial at a different 
site, which would also look at the impact 
Wolbachia Aedes aegypti would have on 
disease suppression.

Over the coming months the project team 
will continue to engage closely with officials 
and residents of Tri Nguyen Island and 
communicate all aspects of the proposed 
release; as well as communicating further 
results from a second trial of the method  
in australia.

First results for wMelPop

Our original thinking for a second trial 
in australia was to take the mosquito 
eggs with Wolbachia from Yorkeys Knob 
and Gordonvale to non-isolated and 
‘connected’ suburbs in the cairns region 
and monitor how Wolbachia spread 
in those local mosquito populations. 
and this is still our long-term goal for 
cairns; however, following the better 
than expected outcomes of the first trial 
we have modified our thinking and have 
begun the second trial with a different 
strain of Wolbachia which we believe will 
be more effective at blocking dengue virus 
then the first.

There are many different strains of 
Wolbachia and over the past 20 years 
we have been working with two strains in 
particular, the first wMel and the second 
wMelPop. In the lab and during the caged 

trials at James cook University, cairns 
we tested both strains and although the 
wMelPop strain presented itself as the 
strongest dengue blocker we chose not 
to release this strain initially as we felt it 
would have more difficulty establishing in 
the wild mosquito population; and so in 
the first trial we released mosquitoes with 
the wMel Wolbachia strain. 

Following engagement with, and strong 
support from, residents and business 
owners in Babinda (south of cairns) and 
Machans Beach (north of cairns) - see 
map (left) - the first release of wMelPop 
mosquitoes began on 4th January 2012 in  
both communities.  

after six-weeks of releases the results are 
pleasing with Machans Beach recording 
49% Wolbachia-infected Aedes aegypti on 
18th January and 60% on 15th February; 
and Babinda recording 75% on 23rd 
January and 73% on 22nd February.

These are good first results confirming that 
the number of mosquitoes we are releasing 
is appropriate and that our mosquitoes are 
breeding with the wild mosquitoes and 
surviving in the field, however continued 
monitoring over the expected 12-16 weeks 
of releases will tell us more. Further to those 
data reads the real test with wMelPop is to 
see how well it will persist in the population 
once we stop releasing. 

If wMelPop does establish and persists 
after the dry season, then we believe we 
will have an even better outcome in our 
effort to stop the spread of dengue. We 
also expect the mosquito population to 
reduce by up to 30%.

Update from Vietnam 
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Above: a risk assessment workshop was held 
in Vietnam in July 2011.
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In July 2011 the Eliminate Dengue 
Program entered into a collaboration 
with Yayasan Tahija (YT) and 
Universitas Gadjah Mada (UGM), 
Yogyakarta, Indonesia to test the 
Wolbachia dengue control method 
there. 

Eliminate Dengue Indonesia will 
build on existing dengue research 
that YT and UGM have undertaken 
in Yogyakarta involving over 
500,000 people through a larviciding 
intervention project.

The first phase of the project is 
underway and involves engagement 
with local communities and 
entomology surveys to determine 
possible future study sites. Mosquito 
rearing activities have also begun. 

The project will not proceed to the 
second phase (small scale nursery 
establishment) without community 
support and regulatory approval, 
which will involve a comprehensive risk 
analysis similar to that undertaken for 
the australia and Vietnam projects.

Feasibility study in Brazil

Following successful trials of the Eliminate 
Dengue method in australia the program 
is about to begin a new project in Brazil. 
Eliminate Dengue Brazil will be led by  
Dr Luciano Moreira of FIOcrUZ (rené 
rachou research centre). 

Luciano was previously in the O’Neill lab 
in Brisbane and on returning to Brazil has 

assembled a team of high quality local 
scientists to work on the project. Funding 
from the Brazilian government has also been 
secured to complete the first feasibility stage 
of the Wolbachia dengue control method 
there. Eliminate Dengue Brazil will have 
the explicit goal of developing, testing and 
implementing the technology in the  
Brazilian context. 

Field trials of the method in Brazil will 
only proceed with support from the local 
community and regulatory approval from 
government.

In February Luciano traveled with colleagues 
from Brazil to cairns to see first-hand the 
release of Wolbachia mosquitoes in the field 
and to learn how community engagement 
and the regulatory approval process was 
carried out in australia. 

Indonesian Project

Contact us: Eliminate Dengue

Post:  School Biological Sciences, 
Monash University, clayton,  
VIc 3800, australia

Phone:  03 9905 4123
or 1800 811 054 (free call from a 
landline in australia)

Email:  contact@eliminatedengue.com

Web: www.eliminatedengue.com

* Earlier editions of this newsletter can be found at www.eliminatedengue.com/en/NEWS/Newsletter.aspx

Above: community engagement is being 
undertaken in potential Yogyakarta field trial sites.

Left: Dr Luciano Moreira (left) with 
Dr cristina Soares Guimarães and  
Dr rafael de Freitas, during a recent visit to  
the Machans Beach field site in australia.

Left: Dr Sjakon Tahija inspects 
the Yogyakarta insectary with  
Dr Petrina Johnson, who is now based 
in Yogyakarta and was previously with 
James cook University, cairns.

More News

Development of new site in 
Guangzhou, China
a new project focused on adapting the 
Wolbachia method to control dengue 
transmitted by the asian tiger mosquito, 
Aedes albopictus is also underway. 
The chinese project lead scientist is  
Dr Zhiyong Xi who is based at Michigan 
State University, USa.

Move to Monash for O’Neill lab
In June 2011, Eliminate Dengue Program 
Leader, Professor Scott O’Neill took 
up the position of Dean of Science, 
Monash University, Melbourne. Over 
the following months the O’Neill 
and McGraw lab relocated from the 
University of Queensland to Monash. 
Program management is now also being 
directed from Monash by Dr Peter ryan 
and Dr Peter cook.

Eliminate Dengue is funded by:

• The Foundation for the National 
Institutes of health through the Bill & 
Melinda Gates Foundation’s Grand 
challenges in Global health Initiative

• Yayasan Tahija, Indonesia

• Queensland Government, australia

• The Brazilian Government, through 
the Ministry of health (SVS/DEcIT) 
and the Ministry of Science and 
Technology (cNPq)

• National health and Medical research 
council (NhMrc), australian 
Government

• The Flagship collaboration Fund, 
cSIrO, australia


