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Canine Distemper May Be 
Killing N ordi Sea Seals
B u t researchers continue to speculate about a lin k  between the 
disease and im m u n e  system  damage fro m  po llu ted  waters

Paris
C o n c e r n  i s  g r o w i n g  am ong  European 
scientists th a t the viral disease w hich has 
already killed over ha lf th e  seal population  in 
large parts o f  the N o rth  Sea could  spread to  
o ther parts o f  th e  w orld , including the 
coasts o f  C anada and th e  U n ited  States. 
Indeed, there is speculation th a t it may have 
originated am ong A rctic foxes in no rthern  
Canada.

A t the same tim e, a lthough  it now  seems 
likely th a t the prim ary cause o f  th e  disease is 
a canine d istem per virus— the presence o f  
the virus has been show n  in  alm ost all the 
affected seals, and the sym ptom s reported  
are very sim ilar to  those found  in dogs—  
many continue to  fear th a t th e  dum ping  o f  
toxic w astes has exacerbated th e  im pact o f  
the disease.

“W e do no t need po llu tion  as an explana­
tion ; b u t the extent and the seriousness o f  
the spread o f  the disease cou ld  well have 
been aggravated by a m alfunction o f  the 
im m une system in  th e  seals,” says A lbert 
O sterhaus, head o f  the D epartm en t o f  Im ­
m unobiology a t th e  N ational Institu te  o f  
Public H ealth  and E nvironm ental H ygiene 
at B iithoven in the N etherlands, w ho  last 
week published in N ature th e  result o f  tests 
identifying the primary’ cause o f  th e  disease 
as e ither canine d istem per virus o r  a closely 
related m orbillovirus.

A  m on th  earlier, O sterhaus announced 
evidence for the presence o f  a herpes virus

and a picom a-like virus in m any o f  the 
infected seals, suggesting  one (o r both) o f  
these probably caused th e  outbreak  o f  a 
disease which has now  killed an estim ated
9.000 ou t o f  the 15,000 to  16,000 com m on 
(harbor) seals previously found along the 
N orth Sea coasts o f  the N etherlands, W est 
Germany, D enm ark, Sw eden, and N orw ay, 
and has recently been spreading am ong the 
seal population in the U n ited  K ingdom .

Osterhaus now  says that, because bo th  
viruses were only found in a relatively small 
number o f  the infected seals, he has conclud­
ed that they are secondary infections. H e  has 
isolated the d istem per virus w hich tw o 
Swedish scientists, A nders B ergm an and 
Brendt K lingebom , suggested in m id-A u­
gust as a possible culprit, and his g roup  has 
begun w ork on  a vaccine w hich w ould be 
used to  protect uninfected seals th a t are 
brought in to  sanctuaries.

Given that even an effective vaccine will 
be o f  little use in p io tec ting  seals in the wild, 
attention is tu rn ing  to  epidem iological s tud ­
ies to  understand how  the disease has 
spread. D istem per is know n to  be transm is­
sible by aerosols, and  so could be passed 
from one seal to  ano ther by coughing, par­
ticularly since p innipeds tend  to  live in  close 
physical contact.

“One hypothesis is th a t the disease o rig i­
nated in an outbreak  o f  distem per am ong 
the Arctic foxes on  Baffin Island, w hich then 
migrated across in to  G reenland,” says John 
Baker, a veterinary pathologist specializing 
in seal diseases at B ritain’s L iverpool U ni­
versity. This could have been the cause o f  a 
major epidemic o f  the disease am ong hus­
kies in G reenland recorded last w inter. R e­
ports tha t some o f  th e  carcasses o f  the dead 
huskies were subsequently  th row n  in to  the 
sea could also explain how  the virus was able 
to make a sudden, massive assault on  the seal 
population.

H ow  far the disease has already spread is 
uncertain. In Britain, w hich has about
20.000 com m on seals, 20 0  to  300 have 
been washed up dead on  east coast beaches 
over the past m on th , and the distem per

v irus has show n to  be present in serum 
sam ples from  the m ost recent ones to  be 
tested.

Baker at Liverpool U niversity says there is 
n o  evidence die disease has yet reached the 
Irish  Sea on  England’s northw est coast. 
H ow ever, he adds tha t there have been an 
excessive num ber o f  deaths am ong grey seals 
in  the area in recent m onths, the same virus 
m ay be implicated.

If  the disease does spread am ong Britain’s
90 ,0 0 0  grey seals w ith anything like the 60  
to  70% m ortality rate found in the com m on 
seals in the D utch W adden Sea, “ the conse­
quences w ould  be horrifying,” says Stephan 
O rm rod , o f  the Wildlife D epartm ent o f  the 
R oyal Society for the P revention o f  Cruelty 
to  Animals (RSPCA).

Some scientists now  fear th a t the seal 
disease may n o t remain confined to  Europe. 
“ I feei tha t this is not go ing  to  stop  at G reat 
Britain, bu t could spread around  the coasts 
o f  the w orld, moving from  one seal popula­
tio n  to  another,” says ecotoxicologist Paul 
Johnston, Greenpeace research fellow at the 
School o f  Biological Sciences at Queen 
M ary College, London.

T he outbreak poses a m ajor dilemma to  
anim al protection groups such as Green­
peace and the RSPCA, caught between a 
desire to  care for as m any infected seals as 
possible, providing they are n o t suffering 
to o  much distress, and the advice o f  those 
w ho say th a t all seals found  w ith  the infec­
tio n  should be destroyed.

“A t present, we still feei it is appropriate 
to  try to  care for infected seals; indeed, given 
how  the disease is spreading, everv seal 
saved could be vital,” says O rm rod  o f  the 
RSPCA , which is setting up  a mobile care 
un it on  the east coast to  assess methods for 
looking after infected seals based directly on 
those developed at th e  seal sanctuary at 
P ieterburen in the N etherlands. “But in a 
week, o r 2 weeks’ tim e, we may have a 
different view; and beyond that, we are in 
the realm o f  speculation.”

O thers also warn o f  d ie danger that exces­
sive focus on the viral origins o f  the disease 
could reduce the attention  given to  the role 
tha t toxic chemicals dum ped  in to  the sea 
may have had in causing the disease to  
spread w ith such a devastating effect.

“From  the pollution po in t o f  view, the 
identification o f  the distem per virus does 
n o t really alter anything,” says Johnston o f  
Q ueen M ary College. “I still feei that pollut­
ants, in particular polychlorinated biphenyls 
(PCBs), are part o f  the problem , since they 
may allow the virus to  spread rapidly in an 
im mune-suppressed popu la tion .” There is, 
as yet, no clear evidence linking toxic chemi­
cals to  the seal disease. “B ut it would be 
foolish n o t to  look.” ■ D a v i d  D i c k s o n
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hauen fo r  sick seals.
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