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The long-standing myth that tilapia are resistant to disease is no more. In recent years, a number of devastating diseases caused by bacteria, viruses and parasites have been documented. With the intensification of culture and competition in the export markets for fresh and frozen fillets, farm-gate tilapia prices are likely to drop and profit margins decrease. Thus, the entire industry is increasingly conscious that every single fish counts and that disease can no longer be ignored. 
Experience has shown that most intensive fish farming systems suffer from between six and eight major infectious diseases and that these must be prevented before the industry can truly become sustainable. In tilapia, we have so far identified four major bacterial diseases (Streptococcus agalactiae, S. iniae, Flavobacterium columnare and RLO - “rickettsia-like organism”), one viral disease (iridovirus) and two major protozoan parasites (Trichodina and Amyloodinium). Their prevalence and severity depend on many environmental factors, such as geographical location, culture system, farming intensity, salinity and water temperature, and on several biological factors, such as age, genetics, nutrition and stress. 
Prerequisites for disease prevention are identification of the etiological agents responsible for disease and understanding of the epidemiological factors that trigger and aggravate the diseases in the farm. It is also critical to understand where the delicate balance lies between the intensity of farming and the well-being of the fish. To sustain the rapid growth and intensification of the tilapia industry, further advances in farm management and animal husbandry will be required. Improvements have already been made in terms of various critical parameters, such as stocking density, dissolved oxygen in the water, optimized diet and feeding regimen. However, experience in intensive farming of other food animals has demonstrated that one key area of improvement should/will be the development and widespread application of vaccines to control the most devastating diseases. Only by combining improved husbandry with better disease management are we likely to achieve survival rates in excess of 90% in tilapia farming, which are now commonplace in the salmon industry.
An overview of economically-important tilapia diseases will be presented and existing and future health management strategies will be discussed. 

