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Absence of Antibodies Against Canine Distemper Virus in
Free-ranging Populations of the Eurasian Badger in Great Britain

Richard Delahay1,3 and Kai Frölich2 1 Central Science Laboratory, Sand Hutton, York, Y04 1LZ, United King-
dom; 2 Institut fur Zoo und Wildtierforschung, Alfred Kowalke Str. 17, D-10315, Berlin, Germany; 3 Corresponding
author (e-mail: r.delahay@csl.gov.uk).

ABSTRACT: Canine distemper virus (CDV) is a
serious disease of wild carnivores throughout
the world. In Europe, infection has been de-
tected in several carnivores including the Eur-
asian badger (Meles meles). In the present
study 182 badger blood samples were collected
from an intensively studied population of wild
badgers in southwestern England (January–
July, 1997), and a further 286 from throughout
southern Britain (June 1996–November 1998).
A neutralizing peroxidase-linked antibody test
was used for the detection of antibodies against
CDV. All the samples were negative for CDV
antibodies, suggesting that in contrast to main-
land Europe, the disease may be either absent
or maintained at low levels in British badgers.

Key words: Canine distemper virus, Eur-
asian badger, Meles meles, sero-survey.

Canine distemper virus (CDV) is clas-
sified in the Morbillivirus genus of the
family Paramyxoviridae and is the causa-
tive agent of a serious infectious disease in
domestic and free-living carnivores
throughout the world (Appel, 1987). Ca-
nine distemper is an acute or subacute
highly contagious febrile disease that may
be manifested by signs of generalized in-
fection, respiratory disease, hyperkeratosis,
disruption of the central nervous system or
a combination of these (Budd, 1981; Appel
and Summers, 1995).

Canine distemper virus infection has
been diagnosed in wild-living members of
the Canidae, Mustelidae, Hyaenidae, Pro-
cyonidae, Ailuridae, Ailuropodidae, Viver-
ridae, Ursidae, and Felidae (Montali et al.,
1987). Epizootics have been recorded in
several species including gray foxes (Uro-
cyon cinereoargenteus), raccoon dogs
(Nyctereutes procyonoides), raccoons (Pro-
cyon lotor), and striped skunks (Mephitis
mephitis) (Appel, 1987; Machida et al.,
1993). Canine distemper virus affects sus-
ceptible animals of all ages. Morbidity and

mortality rates vary among species and can
be high in susceptible host populations
(e.g., Machida et al., 1993; Appel and
Summers, 1995). However, other wildlife
species show little evidence of an effect at
the population level despite widespread
exposure to CDV (Creel et al., 1997). In
Germany an interaction between wildlife
and domestic dogs has been suggested as
the prevalence of CDV in martens (Martes
spp.) was positively correlated with that in
domestic dogs (Steinhagen and Nebel,
1985).

In the last two decades several dramatic
and unexpected distemper episodes have
drawn attention to the importance of CDV
in wildlife species (Appel and Summers,
1995). The first confirmed case of CDV in
a Eurasian badger (Meles meles) was re-
ported by Armstrong and Anthony (1942).
Fischer (1965) described lesions of the
CNS in four free-ranging badgers from
Switzerland, in which CDV was suggested
as a possible cause. Canine distemper virus
infection has also been detected in free-
ranging badgers in Austria (Kolbl et al.,
1990) and southwestern Germany (van
Moll et al., 1995). In the British Isles bad-
ger numbers have increased substantially
in recent years (Wilson et al., 1997). Fur-
thermore, the intimate communal behav-
iour of high density badger populations
would facilitate spread of CDV within so-
cial groups by inhalation (Appel, 1987),
and the cool, dark conditions in their un-
derground burrow systems (setts) might
allow the virus to persist outside the host
(Shen and Gorham, 1980). However, there
is currently no published information on
CDV in wild badgers in the British Isles.
Therefore, our objective was to determine
if free-ranging badgers in Britain were nat-
urally infected with CDV.
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FIGURE 1. The distribution of blood samples col-
lected for a serosurvey of antibodies to canine distem-
per virus in free-living badgers in southern Britain.
Sample sizes are given by county.

In the present study serological tests
were used to detect antibodies to CDV in
468 blood samples collected from badgers
from southern England and Wales (Fig. 1).
Badger serum came from two different
sources. Firstly, blood samples were ob-
tained from 182 badgers from a free-living
population under intensive study at
Woodchester Park, Gloucestershire, in
southwestern England (approximately
51�7�N, 2�3�W). The badgers were cap-
tured between January and July of 1997,
using cage traps baited with peanuts
(Cheeseman and Mallinson, 1979).
Trapped badgers were anaesthetised with
ketamine hydrochloride (Vetalar 20 mg/
kg�1; Pharmacia and Upjohn Ltd, Crawley,
UK) (MacKintosh et al., 1976), aged
(adult, cub or yearling), sexed and a sam-
ple of jugular blood was taken. A further
286 blood samples were routinely collect-
ed by the UK Veterinary Laboratories
Agency from badgers culled as part of an
official UK Ministry of Agriculture badger
management policy to control the trans-
mission of bovine tuberculosis (Mycobac-
terium bovis) from badgers to cattle. Sam-
ples of jugular blood originated from bad-
gers culled during the period June 1996 to
November 1998. Serum from both sources
was obtained by centrifuging whole blood
and decanting the supernatant, and was

subsequently frozen at �20 C prior to
analysis.

The presence of antibodies against CDV
was assessed using a neutralizing peroxi-
dase-linked antibody (NPLA) test. The
neutralization protocol followed was a
modified version of that described by Ap-
pel and Robson (1973), and has been val-
idated by Zaghawa et al. (1990). Briefly,
each tested serum sample was serially two-
fold diluted in cell culture medium with
the initial dilution of 1:5. The virus strain
used was Onderstepoort (Haig, 1948). Vi-
ral suspensions were diluted in cell culture
medium to contain 100 TCID50 per 50 �l
prior to mixing with the diluted sera in the
microtitre wells. Virus-serum mixtures in-
cluding positive control sera and blank cul-
ture medium for cell growth control were
set up. Positive control sera were obtained
from another member of the mustelid
family, the stone marten (Martes foina),
and from the red fox (Vulpes vulpes). The
virus-serum mixtures were incubated in
CO2 at 37 C for 1 hr, after which each of
the mixtures (wells) was seeded with
180,000 Vero cells per ml. Vero cells were
grown in Dulbecco’s modified eagle me-
dium (EDM; Life Technologie, 13435
Berlin, Germany) with 5% fetal bovine se-
rum and were used for the propagation of
CDV. The plates were incubated for 3 days
at 37 C in CO2 and thereafter washed
once with PBS and fixed at 80 C in an
oven overnight. Next, a mouse anti-CDV
monoclonal antibody (CDPX 4/2 directed
against the P protein) and a goat anti-
mouse immunoglobulin G (IgG) peroxi-
dase conjugate were applied. The sub-
strate used was 3-amino-9-ethylcarbazole
(Graham et al., 1965). Titers exceeding 1:
10 were considered positive.

All 468 serum samples were negative to
the presence of antibodies to CDV by
NPLA test. This survey represents the first
published data on the CDV status of bad-
gers from Great Britain. The negative re-
sults from the intensively sampled study
population at Woodchester Park provide
compelling evidence that this population
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has not experienced widespread exposure
to CDV. The sample provided broad cov-
erage of age (n � 67 cubs, 12 yearlings and
103 adults) and sex classes (n � 75 males,
107 females). In this high density popula-
tion the aggregation of individual animals
into territorial social groups could mitigate
against the rapid dissemination of infec-
tious disease throughout the population
and contribute to the persistent concen-
tration of infection within certain groups
(Cheeseman et al., 1988). However, the
blood samples obtained in the present
study came from badgers resident in 28
contiguous social groups, thus providing
broad coverage. Results from the smaller
number of samples obtained from else-
where in southern Britain, provide less
compelling evidence for the absence of in-
fection (particularly if it were highly ag-
gregated), but are consistent with either
absence or relatively low levels of expo-
sure. Furthermore, the absence of positive
results from badgers in Great Britain is in
stark contrast to those obtained from the
limited sampling of badgers carried out on
the European mainland (e.g., Kolbl et al.,
1990; van Moll et al., 1995).

In Britain the CDV status of wildlife spe-
cies is unknown, but in domestic dogs in-
fection is rare owing to a widespread and
successful vaccination program (H. Thomp-
son, pers. comm.). Nevertheless, the poten-
tial for transmission between unvaccinated
domestic dogs and wildlife may exist in ar-
eas where interactions are most frequent
(e.g., suburbs). Unfortunately, in the pre-
sent study we could not explicitly test for
aggregations of CDV infection in badgers
in such areas, as samples were predomi-
nantly rural in origin.

We thank the Veterinary Laboratories
Agency (Surrey, UK) and W. Pressling in
particular, for providing blood samples
from badger culling operations. Thanks
also to P. Spyvee, D. Handoll, L. Rogers
and P. Mallinson for the collection of
blood samples at Woodchester Park, and
the farmers and landowners in the study
area for their cooperation during badger

trapping. We are also grateful to B. Kirsch
for technical assistance and to S. Chal-
mers, B. Rima and H. Thompson for their
comments on the manuscript.

LITERATURE CITED

APPEL, M. J. G. 1987. Canine distemper virus. In
Virus infections of carnivores, Vol. 1, M. J. G.
Appel (ed.). Elsevier Science Publishers, Am-
sterdam, Netherlands, pp. 133–159.

, AND D. S. ROBSON. 1973. A microneutrali-
zation test for canine distemper virus. American
Journal of Veterinary Research 34: 1459–1463.

, AND B. A. SUMMERS. 1995. Pathogenicity of
morbilliviruses for terrestrial carnivores. Veteri-
nary Microbiology 44: 187–191.

ARMSTRONG, H. W., AND C. H. ANTHONY. 1942. An
epizootic of canine distemper in a zoological
park. Cornell Veterinarian 32: 286–288.

BUDD, J. 1981. Distemper. In Infectious diseases of
wild mammals, J. W. Davis, L. H. Karstad and
D. O. Trainer (eds.). The Iowa State University
Press, Ames, Iowa, pp. 31–44.

CHEESEMAN, C. L., AND P. J. MALLINSON. 1979. Ra-
dio tracking in the study of bovine tuberculosis
in badgers. In A Handbook on biotelemetry and
radio tracking, C. J. Amlaner Jr. and D. W. Mac-
donald (eds.). Pergamon Press, New York, pp.
649–656.

, AND J. W. WILESMITH, F. A. STUART, AND P.
J. MALLINSON. 1988. Dynamics of tuberculosis
in a naturally infected badger population. Mam-
mal Review 18: 61–72.

CREEL, S., N. M. CREEL, L. MUNSON, D. SANDER-
LIN, AND M. J. G. APPEL. 1997. Serosurvey for
selected viral diseases and demography of Afri-
can wild dogs in Tanzania. Journal of Wildlife
Diseases 33: 823–832.

FISCHER, K. 1965. Staupe-Enzephalitis bei Dachsen.
Schweizer Archiv für Tierheilkunde 107: 87–91.

GRAHAM, R. C., U. LUNDHOLM, AND M. J. KARNOV-
SKY. 1965. Cytochemical demonstration of per-
oxidase activity with 3-amino-9-ethyl carbazole.
Journal of Histochemistry and Cytochemistry 13:
150–152.

HAIG, D. A. 1948. Preliminary note on the cultivation
of green’s distemperoid virus in fertile hen eggs.
Onderstepoort Journal of Veterinary Science and
Animal Industry 23: 149–155.

KOLBL, S., H. SCHNABEL, AND M. MIKULA. 1990.
Staupeinfektion als Todesursache bei Dachsen in
Osterreich. Tierarztliche Praxis 13: 81–84.

MACHIDA, N., K. KIRYU, K. OH-ISHI, E. KANDA, N.
IZUMISAWA, AND T. NAKAMURA. 1993. Pathology
and epidemiology of canine distemper in raccoon
dogs (Nyctereutes procyonoides). Journal of
Comparative Pathology 108: 383–392.

MACKINTOSH, C. G., J. A. MACARTHUR, T. W. A. LIT-
TLE, AND P. STUART. 1976. The immobilization

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Journal-of-Wildlife-Diseases on 24 Apr 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use



SHORT COMMUNICATIONS 579

of the badger (Meles meles). British Veterinary
Record 132: 609–614.

MONTALI, R. J., C. R. BARTZ, AND M. BUSH. 1987.
Canine distemper virus. In Virus infections of
carnivores, M. Appel (ed.). Elsevier Science Pub-
lisher B. V., Amsterdam, Netherlands, pp. 437–
443.

SHEN, D. T., AND J. R. GORHAM. 1980. Survival of
pathogenic virus at 5� C and 25� C. Veterinary
Medicine/Small Animal Clinician 75: 69–70.

STEINHAGEN, P., AND W. NEBEL. 1985. Staupe beim
Steinmarder (Martes foina) in Schleswig-Hol-
stein—Beitrag zur Epidemiologie der Staupe.
Deutsch Tierarztliche Wochenschrift 92: 178–
181.

VAN MOLL, P., S. ALLDINGER, W. BAUMGARTNER,

AND M. ADAMI. 1995. Distemper in wild carni-
vores: An epidemiological, histological and im-
munocytochemical study. Veterinary Microbiol-
ogy 44: 193–199.

WILSON, G., S. HARRIS, AND G. MCLAREN. 1997.
Changes in the British badger population, 1988
to 1997. Peoples Trust for Endangered Species,
London, United Kingdom, pp. 7–9.

ZAGHAWA, A., B. LIESS, AND H. R. FREY. 1990. An-
tiserum raised in pigs against canine distemper
virus and its utility in diagnostic procedures for
Morbillivirus infections (canine distemper, pho-
cine distemper, rinderpest). Journal of Veterinary
Medicine 37: 353–362.

Received for publication 15 July 1999.

Downloaded From: https://bioone.org/journals/Journal-of-Wildlife-Diseases on 24 Apr 2024
Terms of Use: https://bioone.org/terms-of-use


