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Study- shows high prevalence of
parasite in Bornean elephants

KINABATANGAN: Danau
Girang Field Centre (DGFC),
Sabah Wildlife Department
(SWD) and Imperial College
London (ICL) recently published
a paper on endangered
species research on the first
parasitological study on wild
Bornean elephants.

This study was supported by
grants from the Rufford Small
Grants Foundation, ZSL Erasmus
Barlowe Darwin Expeditions
Grant, Chester Zoo and Imperial
College and is part of a larger
Bornean elephant research and
conservation programme led
by SWD and DGFC, funded by
Elephant Family, Houston Zoo,
Columbus Zoo, Mohamed bin
Zayed Species Conservation
Fund and the US Fish and
Wildlife Service Asian Elephant
Conservation Fund.

“Endoparasites (parasites found
in the body of an animal) can have
an important influence on fitness
and survival, particularly in small
populations of endangered species
such as the Bornean elephant,”
project leader Dr Benoit Goossens,
who is the director of DGFC, said
in a joint-statement yesterday.

“They can serve as a non-
invasive warning system for
wildlife and habitat health
because environmental changes
impact upon hosts, parasites and
their shared environment.

“We carried out the first
parasitological study on wild
Bornean elephants in two sites,
the Lower Kinabatangan Wildlife
Sanctuary (LKWS) and Tabin
Wildlife Reserve (TWR),” he
said.

Dr Goossens, who also is a
Senior Research Associate at
Cardiff University, said the
frequency of mixed infections
suggested that Bornean elephants
were susceptible to a myriad of
parasites and that environmental
conditions in Sabah are
conductive to parasite survival
and transmission.
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Stephame Hing (left), first author of the paper, and Nurzhafarina Othman (nght) a co-
author and PhD student at Danau Girang Field Centre during the collection of an elephant

dung sample in the Kinabatanoan,

A female fitted with a satellite collar with
her young baby in Kinabatangan.

parasitological research all the
more relevant for the conservation
of wildlife and their symbiotic
fauna in Borneo, a global
biodiversity hotspot, something
DGFCand SWD are keen to develop
in the near future,” he added.

Stephanie Hing, from Imperial
College, and the first author of
the paper, meanwhile, explained
that more than 1,000 fecal samples
were collected from free-ranging
wild Bornean elephants in
Kinabatangan and Tabin with
the help of DGFC PhD student
Nurzhafarina Othman.

She said individual elephants
were located using data from
satellite collars, allowing them to
get fresh dung samples.

“The dung samples were then
analysed at DGFC laboratory
and parasites were identified

and prevalence (number of dung
with parasites as a percentage of
the total number sampled) was
calculated as an indication of how
common parasite infection was in
each population.

“Our results showed a high
prevalence of a trematode,
Fasciola. The high prevalence of
that parasite found in Bornean
elephants may be associated
with the wet tropical conditions
in Sabah. What is interesting is
that we found a higher prevalence
and load of Fasciola in the TWR
compared with the LKWS," she
said.

Hing opined that intermediate
hosts for Fasciola, aquatic
lymnaeid snails, might be more
abundant in the TWR compared
with the LKWS, increasing the
probability that infectious agents
are present in the TWR.

“Water bodies in some parts of
the TWR are further away from
palm oil plantations than water
bodies in the LKWS,

“Therefore, water bodies in
the LKWS may contain greater
levels of agricultural pollutants
such as palm oil mill effluent
than those in the TWR. Palm oil
mill effluent is generally pH 4 to
5 due to organic acids produced
in the fermentation process, but
lymnaeid snails prefer near-
neutral pH,” Hing added.
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KINABATANGAN: The first parasitological study on wild Bornean ele-
ph.antsfoundthatindopamdiépmsitefoundinthebodyofm
animal) can have an important i uence on fitness and survival, par-
ticularly in small populations of endangered species such as the

Bornean elephant.

- Dr it Goossens, Director of the Danau Girang Field Centre
{DGEC) and a Senior Research Associate at Cardiff University, who is
eading the project, said they serve as a non-invasive warning system
for wildlife and habitat health because environmental changes impact
upon hosts, and their shared environment.

“ We carried out the first parasitological study on wild Bornean ele-

hants in two sites, the Lower Kinaba Wildlife Sanctuary
?LKWS) and Tabin Wildlife Reserve (TWR)," said Goossens.

“More than 1,000 faecal samples were collected from free-rangi
wild Bornean elephants in the Kinabatangan and Tabin with theﬂp
of DGFC PhD student Nurzhafarina Othman,” explained Stephanie
Hing, from Imperial College, and the first author of the paper.
h;h;"l.st, individuag::re located using data from satellite col-

owing us to get dung samples, were then analysed
at DGFC laboratory and parasites were identified and prevalence
(numberofdungwithparasitesasapueentaﬁeofﬂu total number
sampled) was calculated as an indication of how common parasite
infection was in each population,” added Hing.

_ “Ourresults showed a high of a trematode, Fasciola. The
high prevalence of that parasite found in Bornean elephants may be
associated with the wet tropical conditions in Sabah. What was inter-
esting is that we found a higher prevalence and load of Fasciola in the
TWR compared with the LKWS.

“Intermediate hosts for Fasciola, aquatic lymnaeid snails, may be

more abundant in the TWR compared with the LKWS, the
probability that infectious agents are it in the TWR. Water

les in some parts of the TWR are away from palm oil planta-
tions than water bodies in the LKWS.

“Therefore, water bodies in the LKWS may contain greater levels of
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agricultural pollutants such as palm oil mill effluent than those in the
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" PhD student Nurzhafarina sampling the biggest ever elephant dung.
TWR. Palm oil mill effluent is generally pH 4 to 5 due to organic acidé
produced in the fermentation procasl,) but lymnaeid snails prefer
near-neutral pH," explained Hing. .
“The frequency of mixed infections that Bornean ele-
phants are susceptible to a myriad of parasites and that environmental
conditions in are conductive to parasite survival and transmis-
sion. .
“These conditions make parasitological research all the more rele-
;?th%o?dnm’bmmmh; emd%u‘m;ymbiotichumin
meo, a “biodiversity hotspot, somefthing DGFC and Sabah
Wildlife Department are keen to develop in the near future,” said
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(SWD) and Imperial College London (ICL)
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This study was supported by grants from
the Rufford Small Grants Foundation, ZSL
Erasmus Barlowe Darwin Expeditions Grant,
Chester Zoo and Imperial College. It is part of
a larger Bornean elephant research and con-
servation programme led by SWD and DGFC
and funded by Elephant Family, Houston
Zoo, Columbus Zoo, Mohamed bin Zayed
Species Conservation Fund and the US Fish
and Wildlife Service Asian Elcphant Con-
servation Fund.

“Endoparasites (parasites found in the body

paras:
population,” said Stephanic adding that “Our
results showed a high prevalence of trema-
tode, Fasciola”.

She said the high prevalence of that parasite
found in Bomean elephants may be as-
sociated with the wet tropical conditions in
Sabah,

“What was interesting is that we found a
higher prevalence and load of Fasciola in the
TWR compared with the LKWS,” Stephanie
said.

“Intermediate hosts for Fasciola, aguatic
lymnacid snails, may be more abundant in the
TWR d with the LKWS, increasing

of an animal) can have an imp
on fitness and survival, particularly in small
populations of endangered species such as the
Bomean clephant,” explained Dr Benoit
Goossens, director of DGFC and a senior
research associate at Cardiff University, who
is leading the project.

“They can serve as a non-invasive warning
system for wildlife and habitat health because
environmental changes impact upon hosts,
parasites and their shared environment.

“We carried out the first parasitologi

the pmbnﬁilily that infectious agents arc
present in the TWR. Water bodies in some
parts of the TWR are further away from palm

oil plantations than water bodies in the LK-
WS. ’

“Therefore, water bodies in the LKWS may
contain greater levels of agricultural pol-
lutants such as palm oil mill effluent than
those in the TWR. Palm oil mill effluent is
generally pH 4 to 5 due to organic acids

study on wild Bornean clephants in two sites,
the Lower Kinabatangan Wildlife Sanctuary
(LKWS) and Tabin Wildlife Reserve
(TWR)," said Goossens.

“More than 1,000 fecal samples were col-
lected from free-ranging wild Bomean cle-
phants in the Kinabatangan and Tabin arcas
with the help of DGFC PhD student Nurzha-
farina Othman,” explained Stephanie Hing,
from Imperial College, and the first author of
the paper.

“In LKWS, individuals were located using
data from satellite collars, allowing us to get
fresh dung samples. Dung was then analysed

P d in the fe process, but
lymnaeid snails prefer near-neutral pH,” ex-
plained Hing.

“The frequency of mixed infections sug-
gests that Bornean elephants are suscep-
tible to a myriad of parasites and that
environmental conditions in Sabah are
conductive to parasite survival and trans-
mission. These conditions make parasito-
logical rescarch all the more relevant for
the conservation of wildlife and their sym-
biotic fauna in Borneo, a global biodi-
versity hotspot, something DGFC and
SWD are keen to develop in the near
future,” concluded Goossens.
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(left) and ina Othman and PhD student at DGFC during the
collection of an elephant dung sample in Kinabatangan.




