Quarantine, is not a dirty word!

The importance of quarantine practice in everyday Herp Husbandry

By 

Stephen Boys

Introduction

Regardless of whether you maintain a small or large collection; knowledge and use of proper 'quarantine' procedures is a must. If you go into keeping herps with the "it will never happen to me" philosophy, you will more than likely be sorely disappointed at one time or another to find out that no one is immune to the potential threat of some form of disease.  

In painting such a grim picture 'quarantine is not a dirty word' and by understanding its basic principles anyone can set up an effective quarantine system. It's an old cliché but one that truly applies to quarantine and that is 'Prevention is better than a cure'!

Quarantine involves the isolation of a single or group of animals within a herp collection that have been exposed to and/or may spread a contagious disease. Such animals may be new arrivals to a collection or may be an animal within a collection that develops symptoms that appear to be disease like and therefore a concern to your collection. In extreme cases some diseases have no known cure. So if you introduce an animal without a quarantine period you potentially risk infecting and losing all herps within your collection.

The importance of Quarantine

Quarantine is simply a method of isolating and controlling the spread of disease.

But what is disease and how do we keep it out of our collections?

There are many potential modes of infection to herps that may cause disease. In a collection situation, illness may be induced by stress. This stress can be caused by many factors such as incompatible cage mates, incorrect environmental conditions such as too hot or too cold, improper diet, poor cage cleanliness and the list goes on. One must remember that during such stress micro flora such as bacteria's that naturally occur in an animal in small numbers in a balanced way can quickly grow rampant, in numbers that may cause ill health. Examples of such diseases that may be stress induced include canker or mouth rot in pythons and  pneumonia. 

As herps are kept in relatively small cages in comparison to their usual range in the wild their cages too are potential sources of infection.

Cages not kept clean may result in your herps being exposed to unusually large numbers of parasites such as coccidia. Parasites such as these can be carried in a herps faeces,water bowls and substrate material and in turn may re infect your herp by coming in direct contact with it . 'Unclean' food sources such as wild rats, mice and birds or sickly captive bred rodents may also introduce disease such as intesinal worms. Anything that goes into a cage such as substrate materials, branches, food or water bowls if not kept clean are another potential source of disease. Through regular observation and good hygiene and husbandry, diseases or illness can be caught early and kept to a minimum.

UNDERSTANDING DISEASE

Understanding the causes of disease and how they are spread is imperative if we are to prevent them in the first place. Usually a series of events bring on disease symptoms and if the environment is right the disease will slowly win and the animal will lose. 

The following are examples of herp health concerns and the basic mechanics of how they work.

Parasites

All parasites require a 'host' or an animal, in which they live or complete a phase of their lifecycle. Parasites are like a passenger on an animal and use it for food, whether it be sucking its blood or by hooking into its digestive tract and living off the same food the herp eats. In their natural balance they are usually no problem to a herp, however if this balance is upset they can multiply profusely and potentially endangering the herp in questions life. One problem with a heavy a parasite burden is that they may cause secondary bacterial infections, such as mouth rot. Therefore obvious symptoms presenting themselves can be sometimes misleading and in such instances by treating the mouth rot you would only be treating half the problem. It is therefore important that you keep parasites in check to prevent such misdiagnosis.

Parasites may interact with their 'host' in two specific ways-

1. Direct life cycles

This is when a parasite can re infect the host animal. This simply means that once a herp is infected by a particular parasite it can be re infected by coming in contact with its own faeces. The implications of this are: that even if a herp is treated for parasites of this kind, if the cage is not regularly cleaned and disinfected and stools regularly removed there is a high risk that the herp will actually be re-infected within its own cage.

2. Indirect life cycles

Parasites with indirect lifecycles require intermediate hosts and in some instances, several hosts to complete successive stages of their lifecycle. 

In this case herps are infected and re infected by these hosts which may in fact be their food source such as rodents, birds, frogs and insects.

A classic example of this is seen in frog eating species in the wild such as the green tree snake (Dendelaphis punctulata) which is often observed in its wild state with lumps under its scales on its body, which are actually the larval stage of the tapeworm.

Husbandry wise, it is best to ensure where possible that your food is supplied by a reputable breeder that is parasite free. If uncertain, it is believed that freezing food for up to 7 days should kill off the majority of parasites.

Identifying parasites

Ecto (External) parasites

Ectoparsites are those which live on the outside of an animal. Classic examples of these include the snake mite and the tick. These animals feed on a herps blood as part of their lifecycle. Ticks lodge themselves under the scales of reptiles and /or around legs or skin folds. I have also seen them in freshwater turtles at the base of the legs where they fit into the shell. In the wild ticks are not thought to harm herps that are generally in good health as they tend to feed up and then drop off. They can however carry disease and must be considered a risk under captive conditions and therefore should be removed. Ticks are most likely a problem in outdoor enclosures and animals kept in such cages should be kept a close eye on and ticks removed if detected. 

Mites are a different story altogether. Many keepers term these pests as 'public enemy No 1'! Extremely small (about the size of a pinhead) mites may be seen moving around on a herp or drowned in a water bowl. Infected herps will often spend a lot of time soaking in water bowls and /or appear agitated and listless. Other signs include raised scales and a white powdery sheen over the herps body, which are actually mite droppings. Mites once in a collection are highly contageous, they reproduce at an alarming rate and heavy mite infestations can be potentially fatal. Mites are also believed to be able to migrate from cage to cage in a collection and carry with them diseases. In timber cages or cages with a lot of nooks and crannies they can be extremely difficult to get rid of. Therefore if an infestation occurs it is often useful to transfer herps to another cage for treatment that is isolated and easy to clean and treat the original cage as a separate entity.

(SEE : mite treatment  methods in disease treatment/identification chart) 
Endo (Internal) parasites

Intestinal parasites such as tapeworms, roundworms and coccidia are commonly encountered in herps. These are generally picked up via an infected food source and in most cases are easily treated and controlled. In extreme cases if not treated these parasites may be fatal often causing secondary infections. Infected animals may exhibit a loss of appetite, lethargy, weight loss, regurgitation of food. On occasion worms may be detected in regurgitated food items and passes in faeces.

A biannual de- worming program is often used by herpers as a precautionary measure.

A worthwhile precaution is to have your veterinarian screen a faecal sample of your herp

When acquiring new animals, if an animal appears poorly/lethargic or as a yearly routine to keep parasites under check. When you consider a dog owner usually vaccinates their pet once a year and regularly de worms their pet why should a herp be treated, with any less respect. This is part of a good husbandry and maintenance program and a small price to pay to ensure the health of your herp.

From the perspective of quarantine, parasites are easily transferred from on cage to another by sharing cleaning equipment and food etc or by not using proper personal hygiene between cleaning cages and handling of animals.

Bacterial Agents

The major underlying cause of bacterial infection is attributed to poor husbandry and a lack of proper sanitary and hygieneic procedures.

Bacteria's such as psuedomonas and aeromonas ssp are commonly encountered bacteria's in herps. Such bacteria's are termed as natural 'gut flora' and are usually harmless to herps under normal circumstances. It is usually only when the herps housing/ environmental requirements are not met (such as incorrect temperature) that the animal becomes stressed and such bacteria's take over, manifesting themselves as some form of disease. Such diseases include mouthrot, septicemia and pneumonia.

Some species such as the bearded dragon (Pogona barbata) are known to carry salmonella.

This means they do not necessarily show any signs of the disease but carry it in a sub clinical form. Salmonella is just one example of zoonotic bacteria that is contageous to man and therefore another good reason to use good hygiene practices at all times.

Viral Agents

Little is known to date about viruses in herps and it is believed that the majority, go unrecorded.

Circumstances for herps contracting viruses are most likely husbandry related as attributed to bacterial infections and are induced by the associated stress.

Ticks and mites are also thought to be potential carriers.

IBD Virus
One viral disease of concern is IBD or inclusion body disease of pythons and boas that is an exotic disease that has recently believed to have occurred in a few snakes that were from a group of confiscated animals at held at Taronga Zoo. Unfortunately there is no test to detect, nor treatment for this disease. The concern with this disease is it is exotic to Australia and may be potentially harmful to wild populations. The only way to detect the disease is by certain clinical signs. Unfortunately many of these clinical signs may be associated with other common diseases so 'don't panic. As a precaution if any of these symptoms present themselves, isolate the animal and handle it under strict quarantine as per the procedures I have discussed here until a veterinarian assists in the diagnosis and the exact cause of these symptoms are know. Symptoms include - anorexia, increase lethargy, neurological signs such as head tremors, tilting or raising of the head (sometimes with mouth open), disorientation and lack of co ordination, progressive loss of motor functions and paralysis. Episodic convulsions, loss of righting reflexes such as laying on one side and general agitation.

HOW IS DISEASE SPREAD?

Disease can be spread by numerous methods. The following are examples of these methods and how to reduce the risks they represent.

· Introduction of new herps

New herps introduced to a collection probably represent the biggest 'quarantine risk'.

Even though they may appear superficially healthy most diseases take weeks if not months to develop symptoms and therefore it is essential to isolate new herps until their health status is determined.

· Cross contamination spread from sick herps

Herps that become sick within a collection also represent a risk to the health of a collection. Sick animals therefore must be isolated until their health concern poses no risk to other herps within a collection 

· Cross contamination via the use of cleaning utensils and handling equipment.

'Anything' that enters the cage of a quarantined or sick animal can carry disease from one cage to another. It is important to be aware of this during the cleaning of cages and the handling of herps. All cleaning equipment and handling equipment must be thoroughly disinfected before being used in another cage.

· Musical meals

Food as with utensils also represents a risk for cross contamination. Food offered to a sick or quarantined herp if not eaten should not then be offered to a health herp. The environment of this cage is potentially contaminated and therefore anything that contacts it may become a carrier! 

· Contaminated foodstuffs

All attempts possible should be made to ensure foodstuffs are healthy before being offered to herps. Wild mice, rats, birds, frogs and insects etc are all potential carriers of disease.

Preferably all foodstuffs should be sourced from a reputable dealer with healthy stock. If breeding your own rodent’s worm them regularly, feed them on a high quality diet and cull off any sick animals. Rodents can be culled and frozen for several weeks, which also will kill off many undesirable parasites and diseases.

· Health monitoring

Regular health monitoring is essential in controlling and reducing the risk of disease. Keep yourself a log and record when a herp eats, sheds its skin and any unusual observations such as food regurgitation, failure to eat etc. Monitoring your herps regularly and keeping records of observations will go a long way to detecting symptoms of disease early. Such records can be run past fellow herpers or you local vet to assist with disease diagnosis.

· Last but not least…YOU!

It is sad to say, but the biggest risk of infecting animals is you. If the above rules are not adhered to and you overlook these basic principles you risk infecting herps in your collection every time you feed, open or clean a cage, or handle your herps. You are the common factor between every animal in your collection and come in contact with all aspects of it. To make a quarantine system work it is therefore essential that you adhere to the rules and practice good hygiene by washing your hand thoroughly after handling sick or quarantined animals. In large collection some keepers actually go to the extent of washing their hands in between handling every animal/cage as a precaution.

Zoonoses and Personal hygiene

As I have been discussing there are all sorts of risks of you spreading disease from one animal to another. Another risk is more of a personal one and that is a 'zoonoses' or disease that spread from animal to man or via man to animal. Some parasites and bacteria's such as salmonella are carried by herps and are potentially contageous to you. So personal hygiene is a must.
Hands should be washed thoroughly after handling animals and utensils. There are many good bacteriacidal soaps on the market these days such as soapaderm and gammex.

They will cost you a little more but they're well worth it.

Disinfection methods

Cleaning and disinfection of all cleaning and handling equipment ,caging and cage furniture is a must to reduce bio burden and the spread of disease. For any disinfection to work properly the materials to be cleaned must first be free of grease and dirt. One the surface is clean the materials may then be disinfected. Boiling hot water is useful for the initial clean, which may then be followed up by a soaking in a 5% household bleach solution for about 1 hour. These materials are then rinsed thoroughly with water and  allowed to dry over night to remove any residues or odors before reintroducing them to cage occupants.

Caging and Utensils

If you have a collection situation a good investment is a 'quarantine cage'. Such a cage should be easy to clean, heat and be transportable. Suitable cages include modified fish tanks and plastic tubs that are well-ventilated and easy to access.

Any utensils such as handling tools, dustpan and brush, paper towel etc or bedding materials, hide boxes or branches etc should all be disposable and dedicated to the quarantine cage. All waste should be bagged and disposed of immediately.   

Quarantine period

A basic quarantine program everyone can use

	Procedure
	Comments

	New arrivals - ideally Pre-check before purchase
	· Ensure animals have been feeding well. 

· Ensure keeper is experienced and other animals in their care appear to be in good health. 

· If you are not experienced, ask someone to help that is.

· Failing all this get your new pet assessed by an experienced Herp Veterinarian on receipt of animal.

	Quarantine animals for 90 days
	· It is best to quarantine all new arrivals and/or sick animals in a collection.

This simply means -
-holding them in a separate cage from all other herps.
-holding them as physically far away as possible from your other herps (in another room, if you have the luxury to do this).

	Hygiene
	· Always wash your hands thoroughly with an antibacterial soap after handling the quarantined occupants and /or any related materials.

Keep the housing meticulously clean. Remove any faeces or shedded skin as seen and change the water bowl routinely or if fouled.

	Handling
	· ALWAYS handle the quarantined herps after known healthy herps.

Ensure any handling equipment and or cleaning utensils are disinfected before being used on non quarantined animals.

	Monitoring
	· Check herps daily.

· Watch out for any unusual signs e.g. soaking for long periods in water bowls with drowned mites left in the water. Or worms passed in faeces. Watery or inconsistant faeces. Failure to feed.

Take records and dates of all feeds, sheds and any unusual observations to enable you to accurately report events to your veterinarian should a problem occur.

	Housing
	· Ensure housing is set up as basically as possible. This should consist of an easy to clean cage with simple flooring and furniture such as newspaper, a cardboard box hide and a climbing branch if required.

	Environment
	· Ensure all environmental need are required are provided such as:
-  correct heating/temperature
-  adequate hide areas

-  correct light cycle.

-  minimal noise or disturbance that may induce stress

	Waste handling
	Segregate and dispose of all waste promptly. Remember to wash hands thoroughly after handling.

	'Shot gun' medication 
	Often termed 'shot gun' medication but I prefer to think of it as preventative medicine, some keepers worm new herps on arrival and also treat them for mites. If anyone has come across an extreme dose of either they will understand this precaution is well worthwhile.

It is a personal decision to be made by the keeper, but either way it is the best interest of the herp we must consider. Don't even attempt to treat a herp for worms or mites if you are not familiar or aware of the correct chemicals or dose rates. It is best you consult your Herp Vet in this instance.


In Conclusion

Quarantine is an essential component of good husbandry that involves the isolation and monitoring of new arrivals to a collection and or sick animals. For quarantine to work effectively a keeper must always use good personal hygiene and sanitary measures such as routine washing of hands, regular cleaning and disinfection of caging and associated equipment and tools and always taking care not to handle non-quarantine animals after handling animals that are quarantined.

It is important for a keeper to understand the basic principles of disease and their modes of transmission to assist in understanding why certain quarantine precautions are required.
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