Morbillivirus infection among common seals stranded on the coastline of Belgium and northern France in 2002.
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The multidisciplinary research network MARIN (Marine Animals Research & Intervention Network) is a scientific program dealing with marine mammals strandings on the continental coastline of the southern North Sea (Belgian and northern France coastline (around 230 km)). During the end of the 2002 summer, an unexpected stranding of 28 common seals (Phoca vitulina) occured in that area. Dead seals were necropsied and samples were collected for histopathology, microbiology and toxicology. Four were pups, 12 sub-adults and 12 adults; 10 were female, 16 male and the sex was not determined in 2 cases.. Most frequent observations were severe emaciation, sub-cutaneous and pulmonary emphysema, and acute pneumonia. Under the microscope, most frequent findings were severe interstitial pneumonia, lymph nodes depletion, and subacute encephalitis. Immunohistochemistry was done on selected tissues, using a monoclonal antibody against the haemagglutinin protein of the phocine distemper virus (clone 1.3). Specific positive labelling was obtained on lymph nodes, lung and brain. RNA was extracted from frozen tissues and reverse transcriptase was performed with random hexamers. For polymerase chain reaction, primers used amplify fragment of the morbillivirus phosphoprotein, yielding a 250 base pair product. Fragments of the expected size were obtained from lymph nodes, urinary bladder and lung. Both immunohistochemistry and RT-PCR confirmed a morbillivirus infection in most of the seals, results being more frequently positive with the RT-PCR investigation. Those results are confirming the morbillivirus epizootia as described in the whole North Sea in 2002. At that time, about 26,000 seals died within 9 months.
