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Weekender

A coneshell harbours a
highly poisonous snail

Venom may be useful as painkiller
A deadly marine creature may provide a new form
of pain relief derived from its poisonous toxin
reports DARRIN BARNETT

A chemical compound found
in the venom of toxic Aust-
ralian marine snails could
eventually replace morphine in
the treatment of chronic pain,
Melbourne researchers say.

Thought to be more power-
ful and long-lasting than mor-
phine, the drug ACV1 has
been patented by University of
Melbourne scientists after be-
ing isolated from snails found
on the Great Barrier Reef.

Researchers believe ACV1
could pave the way for a new
era of treatment for chronic
pain associated with cancer,
AIDS and arthritis, without the
addiction and side effects as-
sociated with morphine.

Department of Biochemistry

and Molecular Biology associ-
ate professor Bruce Livett says
the research team is now
seeking a commercial partner
to begin human trials and de-
velop it as a medical treat-
ment.

‘‘One company already has
a drug from a coneshell toxin
(conotoxin) that has reached
the final stages of human
trials,’’ Prof Livett said.

‘‘But when administered to
some patients it has given un-
wanted side effects that in-
clude raised blood pressure.

‘‘ACV1 acts on a different
class of pain receptors to
these drugs and is unlikely to
exhibit the same side effects.’’

The drug works by blocking
the peripheral nervous sys-
tem, responsible for the trans-
mission of pain from cuts,
broken bones or internal injur-
ies.

‘‘The medical profession is
crying out for alternative drug
treatments,’’ he said.

‘‘There are potential wider
applications for this com-
pound, including pain relief

from sports injury and infec-
tion, for example shingles.

‘‘In tests on rats it has also
been found to accelerate
wound healing where nerve
damage has occurred.’’

While other competing
drugs needed to be injected
into the spinal column, ACV1
could be injected into the
muscle or fat layer of patients,
making it available to a wider
group of patients, he said.

The snails, which live inside
coneshells, use a special
mouth-part to harpoon their
prey and inject into them a
paralysing toxin.

About 30 humans have died
from their sting.

Flying shrimps a
tasty nuisance

Annoying locusts are invading
Beijing but the the locals are
making the best of a bad
situation. By AUDRA ANG

WHEN IT COMES TO THE CRUNCH
. . . deep fried locusts

SWARMS of locusts have been
spotted flying around Beijing
where the locals are capturing

them by the bagful — and frying
them up to eat as a delicacy.

They’re filled with protein and,
some say, crunchy and delicious
when deep-fried.

With the arrival of the city’s sum-
mer locusts, experts say the sand-
hued, beady-eyed bugs are more of a
nuisance this year than a danger to
crops.

The insects, from the outskirts of
Beijing or Inner Mongolia, aren’t
the destructive migratory species
that laid waste to millions of hec-
tares of farmland around the
country earlier this year, said Lei
Zongren, a researcher with the
Chinese Academy of Agricultural
Sciences’ Institute of Plant Protec-
tion.

A continuing drought and a warm
winter have provided ideal con-
ditions for locusts to hatch in great
numbers. The young, called
nymphs, are wingless and thrive in
heat.

The species found in Beijing can-
not fly for long distances, Lei said.
The 5cm-long insects have reddish
legs and wings mottled with black.

Annoying as they can be, though,
they have long been considered a
delicacy among many Chinese.

‘‘Locusts are good food. They have
a high protein content and the taste
is not bad,’’ entomologist Wu

Jichuan was quoted as saying by the

official Xinhua News Agency.

Eight-year-old Zang Quchen
agrees. She has been chasing lo-
custs since she was five.

‘‘I usually catch a big bag. Then
my grandmother fries them in oil,’’
she said, sitting in Beijing’s Ritan
Park with her grandfather, also a
veteran locust-catcher.

‘‘I can eat about 10 at a time,’’ she
said proudly.

Newspapers are making the most
of the infestation. ‘‘Locusts on the
loose bug Beijingers,’’ the official
China Daily said. The Beijing
Morning Post ordered up ‘‘A dish of
fried locust for the table.’’

A restaurant owner in the article
said deep-fried locust, also known at
the eatery by its more palatable
moniker ‘‘flying shrimp’’, is very
popular. A reader compared the
taste to cured salted fish.

Not all locusts are fodder for din-
ner and lively conversation, though.
State media say the government
will spend 50 million yuan ($10.86
million) to wage war on the more
destructive breed of locust that has
devastated farmland in 14 prov-
inces, including the northern
breadbasket provinces of Shandong
and Hebei.

In a more unusual approach,
nymph-devouring ducks were to be
unleashed against the infestation in
the northwestern China region of
Xinjiang.

In Beijing, where residents say
they haven’t seen swarms this
dense in years, workers combating
the less-devastating variety are
using a more traditional method —
insecticide. The city has also set up
nine monitoring stations to keep an
eye on the size of the locust popu-
lation.

‘‘The situation is well under con-
trol,’’ Lei said.

Some, however, are taking things
into their own hands.

‘‘I saw a locust on the road right by
the Beijing train station,’’ said Shi
Jie, a driver. His solution: ‘‘I swerved
my car so I could run it over.’’

And a merchant who would give
only his surname, Li, said he caught
a locust this week in a nearby field.
His solution: ‘‘I stepped on it.’’
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ARC and the Townsville Bulletin thank the following organisations, companies and individuals
who have helped achieve the target of $1.8 million for the Red Cross Emergency
Accommodation and Community Centre and Mobile Blood Collection Unit Campaign.
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