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The scuricociliate Uroncma nigricans has recently
been implicated as a cause of acute faral encephali-
tis in sea-caged southern bluefin tuna (Thunnus
maccoyit), skin lesions in seahorses (Hippocanipus
abdominalis) and generalised infection in Tasma-
nian blenny larvae (Pictiblennius tasmanianus).
Uronema spp. are common free-living ciliates in
aquatic environments and some are regarded ro be
opportunistic pathogens of compromised fish.
Few studies, however, have compared clinical and
environmental isolates. We established cultures of
six Uronema isolates (three from infected fish and
three from water samples) and examined their
morphological and molecular characteristics by
protargol impregnation and ribosomal DNA
sequencing. Conservative alignments of partial
18S and ITS regions revealed 21 phylogentically
informative sites. Two genetically distinct groups
of organisms were identified. All three clinical

isolates and one environmental isolate grouped
together (group A) to the exclusion of the other
two environmental isolates (group B). Group A
isolates were identifed as the species U. nigricans
on the basis of their size, somatic ciliation and
osition of oral structures. One group B isolate
resembled U. nigricans and the other U. marinumn.
The results demonstrate the genetic homogeneity
of clinical isolates and suggest an environmental
source distinct from other Uronema species and,

possibly, strains.



