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� Are diseases of wildlife important?
It is increasingly recognized, worldwide, that wildlife
may be important hosts for diseases that are a risk to the
health of man and his domesticated stock. Traditionally,
we may have considered our wildlife to be a wholly
beneficial resource and that diseases such as rabies,
plague and anthrax occurred in other countries. But in
fact, these three have occurred in England historically
and it is certainly not out of the question that they may
occur here again. The problems caused by emerging, 
or introduced, infectious diseases of wildlife will
undoubtedly increase in the coming decades for a variety
of reasons, not least of which is the increasing global
movement and ‘mixing’ of organisms; from bacteria 
and viruses to birds, humans and other animals. As 
the physical barriers between potential pathogens and 
hosts are removed, the opportunities for infection 
and disease increase.

This article describes the VLA (Veterinary Labora-
tories Agency) Diseases of Wildlife surveillance scheme
and how it investigates incidents of wildlife mortality
and emerging disease. This work is mainly carried 
out on behalf of the government (specifically Defra: 
the Department for Environment, Food and Rural

Affairs), and is done at 14 Regional Laboratories and two
university surveillance centres in England and Wales,
supported by two large laboratories at Weybridge and
Lasswade, Scotland (Fig. 1). Surveillance in wild animals
shares similarities with that for domesticated stock, and
it can be described as the routine collection of data on
disease in wildlife populations. It should be noted 
that non-infectious conditions, such as toxicities, are
equally important and are also investigated by Regional
Laboratories.

A fundamental question is how significant is wild-
life disease? There is no concise answer to this question
but some aspects that require consideration are listed
below.

� Wildlife can be reservoirs of zoonotic disease, e.g. Lyme disease, 
� leptospirosis.
� Wildlife can be reservoirs of disease of domesticated stock, e.g. bovine 
� tuberculosis in badgers and deer.
� Exotic pathogens may be introduced to the country by migrating 
� wildlife, e.g. West Nile virus by migrating birds.
� New and emerging diseases may first appear in wildlife species, e.g. 
� European brown hare syndrome, the first recognized leporine caliciviral 
� infection.
� Wildlife disease may be a sensitive indicator of underlying 
� environmental pollution.
� Wildlife disease incidents, with mass mortality, may be of concern to 
� the public.
� Wildlife disease may be of conservation importance, threatening 

endangered populations, e.g. squirrel parapox disease in English
red squirrels.

Why is surveillance for wildlife disease important?

� To assess which diseases are present in the UK.
� To assess the risks of these diseases to human and livestock health.
� To assess how much disease is present and how this may vary.
� To assess new patterns of disease.
� To investigate potentially new and emerging conditions.

The VLA, and its predecessor organizations, have
investigated wildlife disease for several decades, parti-
cularly new and emerging disease, and produced many of
the first reports of ‘new’ disease in Britain. These include 
the first report of bovine tuberculosis in badgers in 
the late 1960s, the first identification and isolation in
culture of the parapoxvirus and the iridovirus that cause
squirrel parapox disease and ‘red-legged frog disease’,
respectively, and the first reports of European brown 
hare syndrome (EBHS) and Rabbit haemorrhagic disease
(RHD).

The VLA is well placed to carry out wildlife surveil-
lance in England and Wales for three key reasons. It has:
�A national network of diagnostic laboratories (because

dead and dying wildlife does not travel well; see Fig. 1).
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From small
beginnings, and
although
necessarily limited
by its budget, the
VLA Scheme, in
collaboration with
many organizations,
has developed to
become the first
government-
funded project 
for wildlife disease
surveillance in
England and Wales.

LEFT:
Fig. 1. VLA Regional 
Laboratory network regional
diagnostic laboratories are
required for national coverage.
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receiving a copy of the
resulting reports.

Data from these exam-
inations appear in the
Wildlife Quarterly Reports,
available online from 
the VLA website (www.
defra.gov.uk/corporate/
vla/science/science-end-
survrep.htm). Data are also
presented in other forms,
including an Annual
Report which, since 1995,
has collected information
from many organizations.
This report is then sent by
Defra to the Office Inter-
national des Epizooties
(OIE) which in turn
produces a synthesis of the
wildlife diseases reported
throughout the world. 
The Annual Report was 
the first attempt in Britain
to collate wildlife disease
data from different sources
and it is hoped that it 
will be a source of inform-
ation for other investi-
gators. The VLA Scheme
also shares diagnostic
testing and a diagnostic
database with the Scottish
Agricultural Colleges (SAC)

and can thus lay claim to national coverage. An essential
provision of the Scheme is its links to other VLA, and
non-VLA, wildlife disease projects (see Table 1).

In 2001, the Scheme began surveillance for West 
Nile virus in British wild bird casualties. In the
intervening period, more than 800 birds of 78 species
have been examined and although neither West 
Nile virus disease nor virus has been found (antibody,
however, has been detected by a collaborating labora-
tory) it is clear that much work still has to be done 
to elucidate the epidemiology of this disease.

� The scope of surveillance – some wildlife
disease investigation and surveillance
projects in Britain
It should also be appreciated that there are many other
organizations (both Government and non-Govern-
mental) which make their own valuable contribution to
the investigation of wildlife disease, and some of these 
are listed in Table 1.

The purpose of this table is not to provide specific
details (the author apologizes for any inaccuracies), but 

Table 1.A selection of wildlife surveillance schemes in the UK

Project/scheme Function/purpose Principal organizations Comment
involved

Bovine tuberculosis in badgers Investigation of the epidemiology of Principally government agencies, but The budget for this work is greater 
bovine tuberculosis in badgers, also contracts to non-government than the budgets for the remaining 
particularly as it affects the national organizations. projects combined.
cattle herd.

Wildlife Incident Investigation To investigate incidents of suspected Defra: (RDS – Rural Development Field investigation, necropsies 
Scheme pesticide poisoning in wildlife (and Scheme; PSD – Pesticide Safety and toxicological analysis. 

other) animal species. Division, Central Science Laboratory). The WII Scheme has operated for 
many years.

VLA Diseases of Wildlife Scheme Surveillance for wildlife diseases in VLA contracted to Defra. First scheme of its kind in Britain.
(described in text) England and Wales.
Rabies surveillance Rabies checks in wildlife, especially VLA contracted to Defra. Investigations, publications, advice 

bats. to government.
Stranded Cetacean (marine Project Investigation of causes of British Museum, Institute of Zoology, Scientific publications of on-going 
mammal) death/stranding in cetaceans. Scottish Agricultural Colleges. work. Advice to government.
Species Recovery Project Promotion of endangered wild species. English Nature, Institute of Zoology. As above.
University projects Range of projects of variable size Various universities, e.g. disease in Scientific publications of on-going 

investigating disease or specific wild rodents at Liverpool Veterinary work.
aspects of disease. School. 

RSPCA wildlife hospitals Treatment and welfare of wild species. Four wildlife hospitals in England. Scientific papers on disease 
investigations and treatments.

Other wildlife hospitals Treatment and welfare of wild species. A vast range of sizes and Represented by bodies such as the
capabilities from single individuals  British Wildlife Rehabilitation 
to organizations. Society. Publications.

Institute (independent and Investigation of wildlife disease, e.g. e.g. Game Conservancy – game Publications. Disease control advice.
governmental) projects – usually as Louping-ill investigation by the species. Centre of Ecology and Centres of excellence for specific
part of wider investigations Moredun Institute. Hydrology – avian viruses. diseases.
Single projects, often undertaken by Often investigate diseases in one wild Private or funded. There is a history of individuals
individuals species or in particular regions. investigating wildlife disease in 

Britain.
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�Diagnostic depth and expertise in the veterinary
disciplines, for example pathology, histopathology,
parasitology, bacteriology, virology, biochemistry.

�Experience in investigating wildlife disease.
These enable pathologists to do follow-up field 

visits and to select the most appropriate diagnostic 
tests when investigating new diseases. Further research
on new diseases has frequently been done by non-
government organizations in collaboration with 
the VLA. For instance with the Institute of Zoology, 
London, on squirrel parapox and red-legged frog 
disease.

Since 1998, the Agency has been contracted by 
Defra to provide general surveillance for wildlife 
diseases in England and Wales. The resulting VLA
Diseases of Wildlife Scheme has several operating
guidelines, but it particularly focuses on investigating
wildlife diseases where there may be potential risks 
to human health and the health of domesticated 
stock. Providing that basic criteria for submission 
are met, then necropsy examinations of wildlife are
undertaken, with the person making the submission

OPPOSITE PAGE:
Fig. 2. European brown hare
syndrome (EBHS), an acute viral
hepatitis of hares, was first
reported from Europe and the 
UK in the late 1980s. However
examination of UK archived hare
tissues revealed that this disease
had occurred in 1982 and our
oldest hare sera, from 1963,
contained EBHS antibodies. This
suggested that EBHS was not a
‘new’ disease as was first thought,
but that it had been present in the
UK for some time before it was
recognized. [Duff, P. et al. (1997).
In Proceedings of the 1st
International Symposium on
Caliciviruses ESVV. Edited by 
D. Chasey & others.]
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We are delighted to announce that the whole suite of
SGM journals:

� Microbiology

� Journal of General Virology

� Journal of Medical Microbiology

� International Journal of Systematic and Evolutionary
Microbiology

has been Highly Commended in the ALPSP/
Charlesworth Award for Learned Journals. This award
recognizes outstanding journal design, including layout,
cover and typography, with consideration for practical
ease of use for readers and
librarians. Journals must 
consist primarily of peer-
reviewed scholarly research 
articles. The award is open
to both commercial and 
not-for-profit publishers. 

The judges of the SGM
journals admired the overall
branding and design of the
collection, although consid-
ered that some individual
issues had been allowed to
be rather too thick and
heavy for convenient library
use.

Ian Atherton, Production
Editor of Microbiology
Today, who was responsi-
ble for the design, with help
from his colleagues, and
Executive Secretary, Ron
Fraser, attended the 
ALPSP annual dinner on
18 September where they
were presented with a 
certificate. Ron Fraser said,
‘We are delighted to have
received an ALPSP/
Charlesworth award for 
our four journals, recently
re-designed in house to a harmonized style. The award
joins the two we have received in previous years for our
members’ magazine Microbiology Today.’ The certificate
will join the collection already adorning the wall of the 
conference room at Marlborough House.

The winning journal in this category was Feminist Review
(Palgrave Macmillan); other titles highly commended were
Nanotechnology (Institute of Physics) and the Journal of
International Criminal Justice (Oxford University Press).

The ALPSP represents the community of not-for-profit
publishers and those who work with them to disseminate
academic and professional information. See www.
alpsp.org for further information.
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to indicate that there is a wide range of initiatives
looking at disease in wildlife in Britain.

� Future directions
At present Defra is reviewing the animal health and
welfare strategy to improve the health and welfare of
animals kept by man and to protect the public from
animal disease. Veterinary surveillance, including
information on wildlife disease, is an integral part of 
that review. One reason for the inclusion of wildlife, 
is that diseases such as West Nile fever and European 
bat lyssavirus infection may pose risks to the national
health. The investigation of these diseases is primarily a
veterinary task and, as such, the surveillance of wildlife
disease falls within the remit of the Defra veterinary
strategy. In view of the wide scope in this field of 
study, collaboration between the government veter-
inary laboratories and other organizations is required.
However, it is equally apparent that any national
surveillance projects will need to utilize the VLA
Regional Laboratories, and that frontline passive 
work of this kind should continue at these locations.

� Paul Duff is Leader of the Diseases of Wildlife
Project for the VLA. He is based at VLA Penrith,
Cumbria CA11 9RR, UK.
Tel. 01768 885 295; Fax 01768 885 314; 
email p.duff@vla.defra.gsi.gov.uk

ABOVE:
Graham Lawley from Charlesworth
(centre) presenting the certificate
(shown below) to Ian Atherton
(left) and Ron Fraser (right) at the
ALPSP awards dinner held in the
British Library, London, on 18
September 2003.
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