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pestiviruses obtained from clinical mate-
rial in England and Wales as recently as 
1996/97 (Vilcek and others 1999). The 
latter finding indicated that cattle were 
less permissive than sheep when it comes 
to susceptibility to ruminant pestiviruses, 
and thus the conclusion that BDV seemed 
to be confined to sheep. The diagnosis of 
congenital persistent infection in at least 
one of the described cases shows that BDV 
can cross the bovine placenta. As regards 
the origin of the bovine BDV infections we 
describe here, possible contact between 
sheep and the dams of these cases over 
the susceptible period of pregnancy was 
noted on only one premises; on another 
of the farms there was no sheep contact 
and in the third case no such informa-
tion was available. It remains to be seen 
whether BDV could have produced a per-
sistent infection in cattle for more than 
one generation without direct contact 
with sheep. 

The finding of natural infection of 
BDV in cattle has important implications 
for BVD control programmes, since many 
modern diagnostic tests may be too spe-
cific to also detect BDV. This applies to 
both antigen ELISAs, especially glyco-
protein-detecting ones based on BVDV 
monoclonal antibodies, and in particular 
RT-PCRs, which by their nature are much 
more specific than antigen/antibody-
based assays. Unless diagnostic assays 
based on these two detection principles 
have been proven to also detect BDV, a 
new and minor but not insignificant risk 
of underdiagnosis of pestivirus viraemia 
in cattle has been identified. Furthermore, 
it is unknown to what extent natural 
immunity to any of the BVD viruses cur-
rently circulating within the UK will pro-
vide cross-protection of cattle against 
BDV. Similarly, the efficacy of the BVD 
vaccines currently sold in the UK against 
BDV is also unknown. 

More detailed information on the epi-
demiology, clinical details and virology 
of these cases will follow. The VLA will 
continue to identify pestiviruses isolated 
from farm animals as part of its obliga-
tion to provide surveillance information 
to DEFRA. 

M. P. Cranwell, VLA – Starcross, 
Staplake Mount, Starcross, Exeter EX6 8PE

A. Otter, VLA – Shrewsbury, Kendal 
Road, Harlescott, Shrewsbury SY1 4HD 
J. Errington, VLA – Penrith, 
Merrythought, Calthwaite, Penrith, 
Cumbria CA11 9RR

R. A. Hogg, VLA – Preston, Barton Hall, 
Garstang Road, Preston PR3 5HE

P. Wakeley, T. Sandvik,  
VLA – Weybridge, New Haw, Addlestone, 
Surrey KT15 3NB

References
BEChER, P., ORLICh, M., ShAnnOn, A. D., 

hORnER, G., KOnIG, M. & ThIEL, h-J. 
(1997) Phylogenetic analysis of pestiviruses 
from domestic and wild ruminants. Journal of 
General Virology 78, 1357-1366

COURTEnAy, A. E., hEnDERSOn, R. G., 
CRAnWELL, M. P. & SAnDVIK, T. (2007) BVD 
virus type 2 infection and severe clinical disease in 
the dairy herd. Veterinary Record 160, 706-707

CRAnWELL, M. P., JOnES, J. R. & WAKELEy, 
P. R. (2005) BVD virus type 2 in British cattle. 
Veterinary Record 156, 257-258

DREW, T. W., SAnDVIK, T., WAKELEy, P., JOnES, 
T. & hOWARD, P. (2002) BVD virus genotype 
2 detected in positive cattle. Veterinary Record 
151, 551 

VILCEK, S., DREW, T. W., MCGOLDRICK, A. & 
PATOn, D. J. (1999) Genetic typing of bovine 
pestiviruses from England and Wales. Veterinary 
Microbiology 69, 227-237 

VILCEK, S., nETTLETOn, P. F., PATOn, D. J. & 
BELAK, S. (1997) Molecular characterization of 
ovine pestiviruses. Journal of General Virology 
78, 725-735

WILLOUGhBy, K., VALDAzO-GOnzáLEz, B., 
MALEy, M., GILRAy, J. & nETTLETOn, P. F. 
(2006) Development of a real time RT-PCR to 
detect and type ovine pestiviruses. Journal of 
Microbiological Methods 132, 187-194 

Serosurvey of West 
Nile virus in equids 
and bovids in Spain
SIR, – In Spain, although West nile virus 
(WnV) has not been detected, it is hypothe-
sised that it is circulating in the southern-
most part of the country, particularly in 
the area neighbouring recent WnV foci 
in Portugal (Esteves and others 2005) 
and Morocco (Schuffenecker and others 
2005). This area of Spain encloses the 
Guadalquivir marshes (Doñana national 
Park) and adjoining wetlands, a favour-
able habitat for WnV transmission. 

Recent studies on the prevalence of 
antibodies to WnV in different types of 
wild birds from this area also support 
WnV activity (Figuerola and others 2007). 
however, neither noticeable bird mortali-
ties nor disease signs in susceptible mam-
mals, particularly in horses, suggestive of 
WnV infection have been reported. 

We conducted a serosurvey in feral 
horses and cows, abundant in the area. 
Serum samples from 157 horses (Retuerta 
breed) and 194 cattle (Mostrenca breed) 
living in the Doñana area were examined 
for WnV-specific neutralising antibodies 
by a virus neutralisation test (VnT) as 
described by Figuerola and others (2007). 
The samples were taken between June and 
September 2005. The results are shown in 
Table 1. 

Thirteen horses (8·3 per cent) showed 
significant serum antibody titres neutral-
ising WnV (E101 strain) in vitro (mean 
geometric titre [sd] 2·25 [0·54]), whereas 
none of the cattle sera examined showed 
significant neutralising antibody titres to 
WnV (only titres equal or above 1:20 were 
considered positive, and positive samples 
were tested at least twice for confirma-
tion). 

Our results show that while horses in 
Doñana national Park have been exposed 

to WnV – or to an antigenically closely 
related virus – at some time during their 
lives, cattle living in the same area lack 
detectable antibodies to WnV, either 
because they are less exposed or because, 
being exposed, they are less susceptible to 
WnV infection. The WnV-specific anti-
bodies found in horses in Doñana are in 
agreement with our previous findings in 
wild birds in the same area, thus support-
ing the existence of WnV activity in this 
region of southern Spain. Alternatively, a 
virus closely related to WnV, cross-react-
ing in the highly specific VnT, could be 
responsible for the observed serology. 
Recently, two new viruses closely related 
to WnV have been described (Bakonyi 
and others 2005, Bondre and others 
2007), both cross-reacting with WnV and 
apparently of low pathogenicity, which, 
most likely, has helped them to remain 
unnoticed. Whether the virus causing the 
antibody response detected in horses and 
birds in Doñana is a classic (lineages 1 or 
2) WnV or a WnV-like variant remains to 
be determined.
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	 VNT	titres
Species	 <1:20	 1:20	 1:40	 1:80	 1:160	 1:320	 1:640	 1:1280

Horse	 144	 1	 1	 4	 1	 2	 3	 1
Cattle	 194	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0

VNT	Virus	neutralisation	test

TabLE 1: Results of the serological survey in feral horses and cattle


