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Dengue 3 in Cairns: the story so far

Adapted from the Tropical Public Health Unit - Newsletter No. 24, May 1998; with the permission of the Tropical
Public Health Unit, Queensland Health, PO Box 1103, Cairns, Queensland 4870

In early December last year, the Tropical Public Health
Unit (TPHU) was notified of an adult resident of the
Atherton Tablelands who had a positive screening-test for
dengue. The patient had a non-specific illness that might
have been dengue but he had not recently travelled
overseas. Because the screening-test gives a number of
false-positive results, it is TPHU policy to delay an
investigation in these circumstances while a more reliable
test is undertaken in Brisbane.

Before this result became available however, the patient
subsequently informed the TPHU that he had had
substantial contact with a travellers’ guesthouse on The
Esplanade, Cairns North, and several other people at the
guesthouse had developed a similar febrile iliness. Blood
samples were quickly collected from as many of these
other individuals as possible and sent to Brisbane for
urgent testing; several of these samples tested positive for
dengue 3. Because some of these positive people were
staff at the guesthouse and had not recently travelled
overseas, it was obvious that they had acquired dengue at
the guesthouse. Therefore the outbreak was first
confirmed on December 12, eight days after the original
notification and 16 days after the onset of his symptoms.

Mosquito investigations were commenced immediately.
Numerous adult Aedes aegypti were found on the
premises including several blood-fed females in the rooms
of ill people. The interior of the hostel was sprayed with a
commercial pyrethroid aerosol spray. Several pot-plant
containers containing Ae. aegypti larvae were also found
and emptied. Properties within several hundred metres of
the guesthouse were also surveyed, containers emptied
and (with permission) interiors sprayed.

Although we were not able to identify the traveller who
imported the dengue 3 virus from overseas into Cairns, the
virus has a very similar nucleotide sequence to a dengue 3
virus isolated from a traveller who returned to Australia
from Thailand in 1993. This suggests that the current virus
was imported from southeast Asia.

A travellers’ guesthouse obviously caters to lots of
travellers, and we are aware of eight overseas travellers

(two of whom contacted TPHU from Spain and Canada via
the Internet!) and two interstate visitors who contracted the
virus whilst staying in the guesthouse. Because travellers
travel, several turned up in other locations in
‘dengue-receptive’ North Queensland whilst still infectious
to Ae. aegypti mosquitoes: Innisfail, Mission Beach,
Townsville, Magnetic Island and Proserpine. Fortunately
no local transmission occurred in these locations, but the
inevitable soon happened: spread to other suburbs in
Cairns.

In early February TPHU recognised that local transmission
of dengue 3 was occurring in Parramatta Park. This is an
older, more central suburb with many old Queenslander
cottages on small properties. Most of these residences are
not screened, and many properties were found to be
effectively breeding large numbers of Ae. aegypti
mosquitoes in rubbish and garden containers in the
backyards. The Parramatta Park outbreak was explosive
with 60 confirmed cases occurring in February; a
considerable number of these cases were either working
from home or unemployed and therefore spending long
hours at home exposed to infectious mosquitoes.

Not many travellers stay in Parramatta Park and therefore
it was unlikely that the virus would be taken to other
travellers’ destinations in North Queensland. However
residents of Parramatta Park work, visit and convalesce
from dengue in other suburbs of Cairns. Therefore further
spread within Cairns was inevitable: Westcourt, Earlville
had small numbers of cases in late February. There have
been more recent, and also small, foci in Stratford and
Holloways Beach; it seems that spread has occurred from
the latter suburb to a resort Barrier Reef island and to
Machans Beach. Fortunately the virus has not spread to
the Torres Strait, where a large outbreak of dengue type 2
occurred a year ago.

The outbreak of dengue 3 in Cairns is now in its sixth
month. To 25 May 1998, 165 cases have been confirmed.
Of these, 31 (19%) have been hospitalised; although some
of these only required an overnight stay for IV fluids, two
required ICU care. There has been one case of dengue
haemorrhagic fever (in an elderly male who fortunately
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only had mild haemorrhage) and one case of dengue Figure 1.  Notifications of dengue 3, from December
encephalopathy (a male in his 20’s who collapsed at work, 1997, Cairns, by location and week

had several seizures and became increasingly ”s -

unrousable). Clearly those affected in this outbreak are O Elsewhere

more ill than those affected in last year's dengue 2 B Parramatta Park

outbreak in the Torres Strait. 21 [  MWCuesthouse
The outbreak seems to be slowing down, and we hope it
will soon be over. That the number of cases has been held
down to less than 22 so far is a credit to the hard work of
the Entomological and Environmental Health staff of TPHU
and the Cairns City Council.
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