
Outbreak of Emerging Fungal Disease in Free-living Reptiles in 
Southeast Queensland 

An outbreak of severe skin disease caused by a pathogenic fungus has been detected in 
wild eastern water dragons in Southeast Queensland. This outbreak poses a serious threat 
to Australia’s reptilian fauna. If a reptile presents with the signs described, we request 
that you contact the researchers listed below as soon as possible, so any suspected cases 
can be investigated. 

An outbreak of severe, proliferative skin disease has 
been detected in free-living Eastern water dragons 
(Intellagama lesueurii) in Southeast Queensland, 
Australia. The disease  has been confirmed in Eastern 
water dragon populations at multiple locations across 
Brisbane City, including Roma Street Parkland, 
SouthBank Parkland, City Botanic Gardens, and 
Redbank Plains. In each case so far, the diagnosis has 
been based on skin changes and confirmed by PCR 
and culture. The causative organism identified in each 
case belongs to the genus Nannizziopsis, with highest 
similarity to N. barbata, a fungal pathogen that has 
been associated with severe, fatal disease in captive coastal bearded dragons (Pogona barbata). 

Background 

In the last few decades there have been increasing reports globally of fatal skin and systemic 
infections in reptiles associated with fungi belonging to the genera Nannizziopsis, 
Paranannizziopsis and Ophidiomyces, formerly known as the Chrysosporium anamorph of 
Nannizziopsis vriesii (CANV) complex. These fungal pathogens have been identified as the 
causative agents of similar disease in a wide range of reptile species and are now recognised 
as significant emerging threats to reptiles, worldwide. Yellow fungus disease is the common 
name for infection caused by members of the genus Nannizziopsis, which has been reported 
across a diverse range of reptiles. Infection is often fatal, with limited treatment success, 
particularly in agamids. Until recently, reports of infection with Nannizziopsis have been 
restricted to captive animals. 

Clinical Signs 

Disease presents as crusted, hyperkeratotic plaques on 
the skin which may be tan, brown, or yellow in colour. 
Lesions are most commonly seen on the throat, ventral 
abdomen, limbs, and tail, but may present anywhere on 
the body.  

In advanced cases, animals may lose digits or the end 
of the tail and become emaciated and lethargic.  

The infection is contagious through physical contact 
and through the environment.  



 

As Nannizziopsis is known to cause fatal disease in a wide range of reptiles, this 
outbreak may present a serious threat to Australia’s reptilian fauna. 

 

How You Can Help 

If a suspected case is identified, please contact one of the researchers listed below       
as soon as possible.  Please note the following details: 

1. The number of affected animals 
2. Species 
3. Location 
4. Date 
5. Photographs (if possible) 

 

 

Nicola Peterson 

University of the Sunshine Coast 

Email: nrp005@student.usc.edu.au 

Mob: 0401 603 036 

Dr Stephanie Shaw 

University of Queensland 

Email: s.shaw@uq.edu.au 

Mob: 0413 103 886 
 

Dr Celine Frere 

University of the Sunshine Coast 

Email: cfrere@usc.edu.au 

Ph: 07 5456 5415 

 

       For further information, please refer to the Wildlife Health Australia Fact Sheet: 

Yellow Fungus and Related Diseases in Australian Reptiles Dec 2018 (2.1) [PDF] 


