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Trials to focus on better understanding fish parasite’s
possible routes of infection

A new research project is seeking to better understand Spironucleus salmonicida, a small parasite that
is “causing concern” for salmon farms in Northern Norway.

Spironucleosis can kill fish but also negatively impact the fish quality, resulting in large quantities being
discarded upon slaughter. To prevent the spread of the parasite, it's often necessary to slaughter all
infected fish populations, which makes the parasite a major threat to the aquaculture industry.

In 2022, the parasite and the disease were detected in several fish farms in Northern Norway, and the
parasite was also detected for the first time in a smolt production facility. There has also been an
increase in the number of infected fish, as well as a possible spread between neighboring net pens at
sea.

“The aim of the SpiroFri project is to gain increased knowledge about the parasite so that the industry
can prevent the pathogen from entering and spreading in smolt production facilities, and therefore,
prevent it from appearing in farmed fish that have been transferred to the sea,” said Bjgrn Olav
Kvamme, project manager and research director at the Institute of Marine Research (IMR).
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Spironucleus salmonicida, a salmon parasite, is increasingly causing concern for fish farmers in
northern Norway. Photo credit: Hanne Brenne/Nofima

(https://link.chtbl.com/aquapod)

The SpiroFri project has received NOK 7 million (approximately U.S. $667,000) in support from the
Norwegian Seafood Research Fund, with a total budget of NOK 8.9 million (approximately $848,000). It
is a collaborative project between the Institute of Marine Research, Nofima, the Norwegian Veterinary
Institute, Pure Salmon Kaldnes and Grieg Seafood.

The project will involve a review of current findings and data on the parasite; investigations of
biosecurity measures and consequences of infection in hatcheries; and trials that investigate possible
routes of infection among the fish.

“The special thing about this parasite is that it leaves the intestine where it typically resides and enters
the bloodstream,” said Egil Karlsbakk, research scientist and scientific responsible at the IMR. “No one
knows why and how it penetrates the intestinal wall. When it enters the bloodstream, it can spread to all
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parts of the fish, which is why we say the infection is systemic. It can enter the brain and form
abscesses in the internal organs and the muscle.”

Salmon, sea trout, Arctic sea char and lumpfish will all be part of the research project. A pilot infection
trial led by food research institute Nofima has already been carried out with salmon in seawater at the
Aquaculture Research Station in Tromsg.

At IMR, marine scientists will investigate the role these fish species play in the spread of infection, and
if infection from fish farming facilities can have a detrimental effect on those species as well.

“It turns out that lumpfish used as cleaner fish in the net pens have been infected, which is new
information — such as the fact that the parasite can also infect fish that are not salmonids,” said
Karlsbakk. “We are therefore concerned that it can also spread to other species. Our trials are currently
focused on how to infect the fish.”

The research team expects to have a first report as early as this summer. The findings should help
prevent the spread of infection and deal with problems and losses caused by the parasite.

“The parasite has been detected in wild salmonids living in freshwater that is used as a water source
for hatcheries, which therefore represents a potential source of infection that we must try to control,”
said Lill-Heidi Johansen, scientist and project manager at Nofima.

Read more about the SpiroFri project (https:/nofima.com/press-release/millions-in-funding-for-
research-on-salmon-parasite/?utm_source=Nofima+newsletter&utm_campaign=3ab5390c72-
EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2023 03 24 09_37&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_-3ab5390c72-
%5BLIST_EMAIL_ID%5D).
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