30 SPC Live Reef Fish Information Bulletin #6 — December 1999

Attention has recently been drawn to the use of
chemicals in the live fish trade. This article will
attempt to clarify the use of chemicals, the
Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service’s
(AQIS) role and the National Registration
Authority’s (NRA) requirements.

The live fish trade has an annual export income of
about AU$ 20 million accounting for 15% of the
total commercial landings of demersal reef fish in
Queensland, with catches primarily of coral trout
in north Queensland. In the reef/line fishery
about 110 licensed fishing boats have changed
over to live reef fish operations, with production
in 1997 at 369 tonnes (QLD Fisheries News, Issue 2,
June 1998).

The pressure to use chemicals such as anaesthetics
and antibiotics has increased with the reduction in
airfreight capacity due to the down turn in tourism
flights from Asia to far north Queensland.
Purpose-built cargo boats are currently used to
transport fish to Hong Kong.

Transportation time has increased resulting in a
greater need for water conditioners to remove
ammonia, antibiotics to reduce infection and
anaesthetics to sedate fish.

Asian companies are pressuring exporters to use
chemicals banned for use in Australia. Chemicals
used for veterinary or agricultural purposes during
the production of food intended for human con-
sumption must be approved and registered for use
by the NRA. The NRA is responsible for registering
chemicals for that ‘use pattern’ (this means for a
particular species and purpose).

A chemical may be used ‘off label’ if prescribed by
a veterinarian or if the user has obtained a ‘minor
use permit’ form NRA. According to legislation, it
is an offence to possess and use an unregistered
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chemical product or unapproved active ingredient,
or to use a registered product in a manner not
included on the label.

One chemical registered for use in the handling and
harvesting of Salmonids is ‘AQUIS-S’, an aquatic
anaesthetic. This chemical may currently be used for
other species in a ‘off-label’ capacity (with a veteri-
narian prescription) or with a ‘minor use permit’
obtained from NRA. Restrictions apply on when
and how the chemical is to be used and permission
for use is only for the applicant concerned.

There are currently no antibiotics registered for use
on fish destined for human consumption. As the
NRA can only deal with drugs and chemicals that
have a direct effect on animals, the debate over
water conditioners being a NRA issue continues.

The process to register a chemical with NRA is
currently expensive and time consuming. It has
been argued that no single manufacturer is likely
to invest in registering new uses for existing
chemicals because their share of an increased
market will be too small, to warrant the invest-
ment. In addition, once chemical is registered, all
competing companies can expand their own label
claims without significant expense.

The process of obtaining a ‘minor use permit’ for a
registered chemical to be used in another ‘use pat-
tern’ is less costly and more acceptable than ‘off
label’ veterinary prescriptions.

AQIS is responsible for ensuring that exported fish is
safe and wholesome for human consumption, under
the Commonweatlh’s Export Control Act’s 1982 and
its subordinate regulations the Export Control
(Processed Food) Orders. The ‘Orders’ require that
exported fish may not contain contaminants or
residues potentially harmful to humans or in quanti-
ties exceeding limits determined by relevant domes-
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tic importing country or international food stan-
dards authorities. The onus of responsibility to prove
that an export consignment is safe for human con-
sumption rests entirely with the exporter.

The use of unapproved chemicals in the live fish
trade can be considered hazardous due to the
potential consumption of fish before the allowable
‘withholding period’ is complete. If exporters fail
to comply with NRA approval protocol, ‘Control of
Use’ legislation at the State/Territory level and
AQIS regulations, they can jeopardise the overall
viability of Australia’s seafood export trade.

The question of unregistered chemical use in the live
fish export trade surfaced in Australia on 11 May
1998 following the release of a public notice by AQIS
to exporters of live fish. The notice issued a warning
about the inappropriate use of Sodium Nifurstry-
renate, an antibiotic, on live fish during contain-
ment. The Chemical Residues Section of the Vict-
orian department of Natural Resources and Envi-
ronment generated a report following analyses of
the chemical. The report stated that Sodium Nifur-
stryrenate might cause cancer, birth defects, and
liver disease in humans particularly if consumed
before the recommended withholding period.

Interestingly, a few years prior, this chemical was
classified as ‘not permitted for aquacultural use’ by

the Registration liaison Committee (RLC) of the
NRA due to its deleterious side effects.

A National Task Force on Aquaculture Drugs and
Chemicals was established in 1995 to address the
registration of drugs and chemicals for use in aqua-
culture and live fish export. A joint industry and
government project funded by Fisheries Research
and Development Corporation (FRDC) titled
Registration of Aquaculture Chemicals was initiated in
1996, aimed at gaining registration or permits for 12
or more drugs or chemicals. The relatively small
demand for these products compared to the cost of
registration has resulted in a general lack of interest
by drug and chemical companies.

When dealing with the use of chemicals in the live
fish export trade, the task force states that this
industry currently has not drugs or chemicals reg-
istered or with permits for the use pattern required.

The task force is due to meet again in mid-
February 1999 to address this issue. If there is any
appearance of chemical residues in the flesh of
exported live fish it will potentially damage a
developing and lucrative export and lucrative
export industry.

Source: The Queensland Fisherman, March 1999,
page 32.




