
www.nt.gov.au/health

Zika virus infection

Zika virus infection
Centre for Disease Control

December 2014

What is Zika virus infection?
Zika is a viral disease which causes an 
acute febrile illness similar to dengue fever, 
with potential symptoms including rash, 
inflammation of the joints and conjunctivitis. 
It is caused by an arbovirus of the flavivirus 
family, which also includes the Dengue, West 
Nile and Japanese encephalitis viruses.

Where is it found?
Zika virus was first isolated from a rhesus 
monkey in Uganda’s Zika Forest in 1947. The 
virus is common in West and Central Africa 
but also occurs in Pakistan, India, Vietnam, 
Thailand, the Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia 
and Micronesia. 

In recent years the virus has spread 
throughout the Pacific, with outbreaks in 
the Cook Islands, New Caledonia, French 
Polynesia and Easter Island.

Only a few imported cases have been reported 
in Australia, with no locally acquired infections.

How is it spread?
Zika is a disease of monkeys and humans 
transmitted by mosquitoes. Aedes africanus is 
the vector in forest areas in Africa, while Aedes 
aegypti, the dengue mosquito, is the probable 
vector in other areas. In Australia, Ae. aegypti 
is present in northern Queensland.

In the Northern Territory (NT), Ae. aegypti was 
briefly established and eliminated on Groote 
Eylandt from 2006 to 2008 and in Tennant 
Creek from 2004 to 2006 and 2011 to 2014. 
The elimination of Ae. aegypti from Tennant 
Creek in April 2014 returned the NT to its 
dengue vector-free status.

What are the symptoms?
Clinical symptoms last for 4-7 days and may 
include headache, muscle aches, maculo-
papular rash, fever, conjunctivitis, joint pain 
(mainly joints of the hands and feet) and 

diarrhoea. Zika is not believed to have long-
term health effects in people, and there is no 
evidence that Zika infection has an adverse 
effect on pregnant women or their babies. 

Symptoms can be very similar to those of 
dengue, chikungunya and other viral infections 
including rubella and measles.

Doctors should consider Zika infection 
in people returning from regions where 
transmission is known to occur who are unwell 
with the appropriate symptoms and where 
other infections such as dengue have been 
excluded.

What is the treatment?
There is no specific treatment for Zika 
infection. Medicines such as painkillers and 
anti-inflammatory drugs can be given to help 
relieve the symptoms.

How can it be controlled?
There is no vaccine available. The main 
way to prevent Zika infection in the NT 
is by preventing the importation and/or 
establishment of the mosquito that can carry 
the virus. The Medical Entomology Unit of 
the NT Department of Health conducts exotic 
mosquito surveillance and control throughout 
the NT including in port areas in corporation 
with the Commonwealth Department of 
Agriculture. 

Ae. aegypti mosquitoes lay eggs in man-made, 
water filled receptacles such as water tanks, 
buckets, tyres, machinery, pet water dishes 
and pot plant drip trays, with mosquito eggs 
able to survive in dried-out containers for up to 
12 months. The carriage of formerly rain filled 
receptacles from north Queensland, where Ae. 
aegypti mosquitoes exist, could introduce the 
mosquito into the NT and provide the potential 
for Zika virus transmission. 
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What can be done to prevent 
mosquito breeding?
Avoid importing or spreading mosquitoes
Spray any container or receptacle that has 
previously held water in north Queensland with 
a residual surface spray insecticide, or wipe 
thoroughly with a strong bleach or chlorine 
solution. Do not spray current eating or 
drinking utensils.

Eliminate potential breeding sites
• Empty and apply surface spray to any 

old unused container that has held water 
e.g. tyres, plastic containers, black sheet 
plastic, buckets or pot plant drip trays. 
Store any containers upside down and 
undercover or under a domed tarpaulin in 
good repair.

• Avoid using saucers or drip trays under 
pot plants. Let pots drain directly onto 
the ground or make sure saucers are 
emptied at least once/week. Wipe their 
inner surface firmly with a cloth several 
times or fill with sand, or apply surface 
spray or methoprene insecticide pellets.

• Empty bird baths and pet drinking water 
at least weekly and wipe as above, or use 
methoprene pellets.

• Cover and completely seal septic tanks, 
rainwater tanks or other large water 
storage containers. Use methoprene 
briquettes in unsealed tanks as a 
temporary measure.

• Dispose of rubbish around the yard that 
may collect water e.g. plastic sheets 
or old tarpaulins, pot plant holders, old 
wheelbarrows, old tyres, and plastic 
containers of any type.

• Ensure roof gutters drain freely so 
that pools of water are not left at any 
low points. Throw a small amount of 
methoprene pellets on to the roof above 
problem gutters.

• Fishponds with fish do not breed 
mosquitoes. Tadpoles do not eat 
mosquito larvae. Keep fishponds and 
frog ponds stocked with fish and do not 
spray surface spray onto or at the edge of 
fishponds.

Personal protection
While in Zika affected areas there are 
measures which should be taken to reduce the 
risk of mosquito bites including;
• Wear loose, light-coloured protective 

clothing in outdoor situations, covering 
feet, legs and arms.

• Use personal repellents containing DEET 
or picaridin on areas of exposed skin in 
combination with protective clothing.

• Use electric insecticide impregnated 
vapour pads in indoor or enclosed areas.

• Avoid scents on the body, such as 
perfume, deodorants and sweat, since 
these can attract mosquitoes.

• Avoid being outdoors between dusk and 
dawn to avoid mosquito bites, particularly 
in poorly lit areas, rural areas, or the 
outskirts of large towns.

• If accommodation is not well screened, 
sleep inside mosquito netting. Use 
insecticide impregnated bed nets and 
clothing in high risk areas.3

For more information on protection measures 
see Personal protection from mosquitoes and 
biting midges

For more information contact your nearest Centre for Disease Control.

Alice Springs  8951 7540         Darwin              8922 8044
Katherine  8973 9049         Tennant Creek 8962 4259
Nhulunbuy  8987 0357

or www.nt.gov.au/health/cdc
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