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Since 1990, the multidisciplinary research group MARIN (Marine Animals Research & Intervention Network) investigated the causes of death of marine mammals stranded along the Belgian and northern France coasts. In 10 years, more than 150 animals were necropsied and sampled (histology, virology, bacteriology,  parasitology…). Specific investigations were also performed to diagnose morbillivirus infection. The aim of the paper is to present evidences of morbillivirus infections in fin whales (Balaenoptera physalus) and harbor seals (Phoca vitulina).
Two immature female fin whales, stranded on November 1, 1997 (Belgium) and on October 9, 1998 (France), presented severe emaciation. Microscopical investigations revealed multinucleated syncytia with large intranuclear inclusion bodies in various tissues, and positive immunolabelling for morbillivirus antigens. Other evidences of morbillivirus infection were provided by the demonstration of specific viral structures in syncytia and in cell cultures, the detection of anti-canine distemper virus (CDV) neutralizing antibodies and amplification by RT-PCR of specific RNA fragment of the morbillivirus. 

Thirty-three seals were necropsied, 11 dying within 1 month (in 1998). Anti-CDV neutralizing antibodies were detected in sera of 6 animals. By immunohistochemistry, there was specific labeling in tissues of 5 seals and by RT-PCR, fragments of about 78 bp were generated from both frozen and formalin-fixed, paraffin-embedded tissues (11 seals) while 252 bp were only obtained from frozen samples of 3 seals. In total, 8 seals were positive for morbillivirus infection by 2 diagnostic methods. Seven were juvenile seals stranded during the 1998 summer, the last one dying in August 1999.
The lesions observed were consistent with those found in animals infected by a morbillivirus. To the authors' knowledge, this is the only cases of morbillivirus disease in baleen whales. The findings on seals suggest that a morbillivirus outbreak occurred in seals in 1998, being the first in the North Sea since 1988.
