Further information on Bluetongue 
The appearance of Bluetongue Disease has great significance for both the farming and wildlife populations of the UK. Bluetongue is a well recognised disease of ruminant animals in many parts of the world.
Some parts of the southern USA have continual and persistent infection, as do some parts of Mediterranean southern Europe and many other sub-tropical agricultural economies are plagued by the disease.

Bluetongue and Deer

The virus belongs to a closely related group of viruses that includes the virus causing African Horse Sickness and a severe disease of deer called Epizootic Haemorrhagic Disease (EHD); in fact, the deer virus and the sheep virus are so closely related that some scientists believe that they are simply variations of the same virus. Others believe that the viruses are distinct, but very similar. The deer disease (EHD) causes serious and fatal signs in white tailed deer in many parts of the USA and Canada. Outbreaks sometimes kill hundreds of animals, usually mostly white tails, but in severe incidents mule deer and pronghorn antelopes are also affected and may die. The clinical signs in deer are the same as the signs in sheep with Bluetongue. Rather perversely white tailed deer are also the most seriously affected by true Bluetongue virus, leading to great confusion in southern States of the USA where both diseases are endemic. Red deer, fallow deer, muntjac and roe deer are all potential hosts of the Bluetongue virus and in experimental inoculations with EHD all four species developed a period of infection, with multiplication and shedding of the virus, but none developed serious disease.

Almost all Eurasian deer species are members of the subfamily Cervinae, which contains species like the red deer, sika, fallow, axis, the rusa and swamp deer. Wapiti, or American elk are also classified within this sub family and just like red and sika, can hybridise with European red deer. Most of the New World deer like the north American white tailed, the mule deer and the South American brocket deer, marsh deer, pampas deer and pudu are members of a different sub family of deer, the Odocoilinae. Bluetongue virus appears to be much more able to become established and to cause disease in the Odocoilinae deer [for instance the white tailed] than in the Cervinae species. The roe deer is a member of the Odocoilinae, not the Cervinae and is therefore much more closely related to American white tails than to British red or fallow. Although there has been a little work with EHD virus in roe, not a great deal is known about the pathogenesis of true Bluetongue in roe, which is generally a deer species of northern latitudes where Bluetongue has not traditionally occurred.

At present it is unknown whether any of our native wild deer species are susceptible to BTV8 because, as far as we know, Scottish midges and Scottish deer have not yet been naturally exposed to the virus. It is likely that they are susceptible; however, there is no evidence from Europe yet to suggest that bluetongue is a significant disease for wild deer, or that wild deer play any role in perpetuating the disease for domesticated ruminants. Indeed, information to date indcates that the prevalance of the disease in wild deer in Europe is surprisingly low given the high prevalence of bluetongue in domestic livestock. This is in contrast to the situation in the North America, where clinical disease appears common in wild deer.

