Brucellosis in a live stranded harbor porpoise (Phocoena phocoena)
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Brucella ceti infection in cetaceans is described in striped dolphins (Stenella coeruleoalba), Atlantic white-sided dolphins (Lagenorhynchus acutus), in bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus), harbor porpoises (Phocoena phocoena) and minke whale (Balaenoptera acurostrata). The present communication describes the first confirmed case of B. ceti infection and associated lesions in a live-stranded harbor porpoise along the Belgian coast (Marine Animals Research and Intervention Network program-MARIN). The animal was necropsied and histology, immunohistochemistry (IHC), transmission electron microscopy (TEM) as well as bacteriology were performed. The animal, a female of 41 kg and 152 cm was severely emaciated. Relevant lesions were skin ulcers, severe nematode infestation (airways and pulmonary blood vessels) and severe necrotizing pneumonia. The IHC for the detection of Brucella spp. revealed intracytoplasmic positive staining in mononuclear cells in skin ulcers, spleen, lymph nodes, lung, uterus, mammary gland (parenchyma and milk) and brain. By TEM, very large numbers of relatively small, coccoid bacteria were observed intra- and intercellularly in the genital ulcer. A Brucella isolate was obtained from brain and lung. The isolates showed catalase ,oxidase and urease activity, did grow in the absence of CO2 and agglutinated anti-A monospecific antiserum. The variable number tandem repeat (VNTR) profile of the strain was typical of B. ceti, in agreement with the biochemical typing. The present study suggests that the stranded animal suffered from bacteriaemia associated with B. ceti and is the first case described for the Belgian and northern French coastline. Many similarities appear between gross-lesions and microscopical findings between this case, and other cases of cetacean brucellosis described elsewhere in Europe. The presence of Brucella sp. antigens in mammary ducts and in skin ulcers may indicate ways of bacterial transmission between individuals. It raises the question of a risk of zoonosis when a cetacean is handled on the beach or in rehabilitation center.
