
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs      

Animal and Plant Health Agency 

Veterinary & Science Policy Advice Team - International Disease Monitoring  

  1 

Updated Outbreak Assessment 

Bluetongue virus (BTV-4) in Southern Europe 

10
th
 November 2014                 Ref: VITT/1200 BTV in Southern Europe 

Disease Report 

Multiple outbreaks of Bluetongue virus serotype 4 in cattle and sheep have now been 

reported across many regions in Albania, Bosnia, Bulgaria, Greece, Macedonia, Romania, 

Serbia and Montenegro (see map). More recently infected animals have been reported in 

Croatia and Hungary, but it is not known if virus is circulating. In this whole Balkan / 

Peloponnese / Central Europe region, over 5,500 outbreaks have been reported. In 

addition, in mainland Italy BTV-has caused over 1,100 outbreaks as well a limited number 

of BTV-2 and BTV-16, while in Spain BTV-4 has been reported from several regions over 

the summer and recently BTV-1 in the region of Cadiz in a single (sentinel) holding and 

incursions from Morocco into the Gibraltar region.  

Disease control measures, such as movement restrictions are in place although 

vaccination is not being used at present in the Eastern EU Member States for BTV-4 

because of a combination of vaccine availability, cost and farmer acceptance. This makes 

control problematic for a vector borne disease.  

For information see OIE website: 

http://www.oie.int/wahis_2/public/wahid.php/Diseaseinformation/WI  

 

http://www.oie.int/wahis_2/public/wahid.php/Diseaseinformation/WI
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Situation Assessment 

BTV-4 has spread rapidly and widely over Eastern Europe and through Italy this year, a 

result of the mild wet summer leading to an increased number of vectors. The Paleoarctice 

(ie found commonly in North Europe) species Culicoides obsoletus has been implicated in 

the outbreaks across northern Italy and East Europe. Restriction zones have been 

regularly updated and these limit live animal movements but the zones will not be able to 

prevent spread by vectors. In some southerly regions, a mild autumn means vector 

numbers may remain high for some time to come, while in central Europe, for example 

Bulgaria, the temperature has started to drop, the first snow has been reported and this 

should reduce the infection pressure. Both Romania and Bulgaria are looking at the 

possibility of vaccination campaigns to start in 2015 once vaccine availability and financial 

arrangements are in place. Vaccination against BTV-1 is not mandatory in Italy (except in 

Sardinia) and is mainly in sheep and goats or animals for movement, while Spain has both 

compulsory and voluntary BTV-4 vaccination zones, depending on the level of risk.  

If the disease successfully overwinters it will continue to spread and the Northern EU will 

be at risk of incursion. The population of livestock in these areas is dense and will not be 

protected by vaccination. Judging by the reports coming from Bulgaria and Romania, within 

herd prevalence is over 30% in sheep flocks, 4% in cattle herds. For further information, 

see the Standing Committee on Plants, Animals, Food and Feed (PAFF) presentations at 

http://ec.europa.eu/food/committees/regulatory/scfcah/animal_health/presentations_en.htm

#03022009  

 

Conclusion 

The UK has published an updated Bluetongue disease control strategy which is available 

on the UK.gov website: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/bluetongue-gb-

disease-control-strategy 

The risk of disease incursion to the UK remains at “low” (that is “rare but does occur”) at 

present as we go into the winter period when vector numbers are expected to decrease. 

However, should the disease overwinter and spread further into the North and the 

European Union next year, the UK will be at increased risk through vector movement. 

Control measures for trade in live animals are in place in line with the Bluetongue 

Regulation, EC/1266/2007, but we recommend that keepers of susceptible livestock 

remain vigilant to the clinical signs of disease and report suspicions promptly.  
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