Evidence of distemper in harbor seals (Phoca vitulina) stranded from 1990 to 2000 along the coastlines of Belgium and Northern France

Since 1990, the Marine Animals Research & Intervention Network (MARIN) investigates the causes of death of marine mammals stranded along the Belgian and northern France coasts. In a 10 years period, 33 harbor seals (Phoca vitulina) were necropsied, 11 dying within 1 month, July and August, in 1998. A special attention was given to the occurrence of morbillivirus infections in seals.

Immunohistochemistry using 2 monoclonal antibodies (PDV 1.3 and CDV 1C5) was performed on various tissues. Anti-CDV neutralizing antibodies were detected in sera of 6 animals, with titers varying from 1/8 to 1/128. By immunohistochemistry, there was specific labeling in tissues of 5 seals.

In parallel, RNA was extracted from frozen and formalin-fixed, paraffin embedded tissues and 2 sets of primers used for RT-PCR amplifying part of the morbillivirus phosphoprotein gene, yielded a 78 and a 252 base pairs (bp) respectively. A formalin-fixed, paraffin-embedded lymph node of a morbillivirus-infected fin whale was used as a positive control.

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. Most of seals were juvenile seals stranded during the 1998 summer. These findings suggest that a morbillivirus outbreak occurred in seals resulting in deaths at that time. This outbreak appears to be the first in the North Sea since 1988.
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