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Epizootic Haemorrhagic Disease Virus 

 
It is perhaps fortunate that the presence of Bluetongue virus (BTV-3) does not necessarily pose a significant 
risk to the six wild deer species in the UK. Historically it has been reported that fallow, muntjac, red, roe and 
sika deer may seroconvert when exposed to BTV infection and may be viraemic. They do not show overt clinical 
signs of disease. Reindeer in Germany have been reported to seroconvert to BTV. Reindeer with signs of clinical 
disease due to BTV infection have not been formally reported.  

In North America it has long been recognised that white-tailed deer and several other New World deer species 
are susceptible to infection with BTV and develop signs.1 Infection with the related Orbivirus Epizootic 
Haemorrhagic Disease Virus (EHDV) can lead to similar signs and it may not be feasible to differentiate infection 
due to BTV and EHDV – hence the term Haemorrhagic Disease (HD) is used to describe these infections.  

In Europe deer have been described with signs of disease associated with infection with EHDV, particularly in 
red deer, also in fallow and roe deer. Found dead is not an uncommon presentation for wild deer.  

Clinical signs may be inapparent, peracute, acute or chronic.2  

Acute HD - Pyrexia, weakness, inappetence, excessive salivation, facial oedema, hyperaemia of the 
conjunctivae and the mucous membranes of the oral cavity, coronitis and stomatitis; death. 

Chronic HD - Oral ulcers on the dental pad, hard palate and tongue, necrotizing glossitis; bloody diarrhoea, 
haematuria, dehydration and death. 

A report of EHDV infection in reindeer in a zoological collection in the USA included neurological signs with 
ataxia, circling and excessive licking of the ground and limbs; lethargy and lameness were also reported.3   

Diagnostic methods 
Postmortem examination (acute HD) will show severe extensive oedema involving the head, neck, tongue, 
conjunctiva and respiratory tract, with effusions in the pericardial, pleural and peritoneal cavities.  Widespread 
haemorrhages and oedema involving the mucous membranes, skin and viscera, especially heart and 
gastrointestinal tract. There may be erosions in the mouth, rumen and omasum; necrosis of the hard palate, 
tongue, dental pads, oesophagus, larynx, rumen and abomasum.  
 
In chronic HD there may be growth rings on the hooves, sloughing of the hoof wall, erosions and ulcers in the 
rumen.  
 
There are various serological and molecular methods to demonstrate exposure and to detect the virus.4-6 These 
would only be deployed by APHA once the case is formally reported.  
 
Differential diagnoses  
Since both BTV and EHDV are notifiable it may seem academic to consider differential diagnoses – it is critical 
to report suspicion of disease. Acute HD may resemble foot and mouth disease. Sudden death may be 
associated with MCF, anthrax, clostridial intoxication and pasteurellosis. Chronic cases may have signs 
compatible with endoparasites, Johne’s disease, pestivirus or parapox virus infection, although the history is 
likely to dictate the differential diagnosis.  
 
Management 
Currently there are no vaccines licensed for use in deer (for BTV and EHDV). Supportive measures may be 
considered pending confirmation of the diagnosis. 
 



 
It is likely that any deer managed in an enclosed system (farm, park and zoo) will be treated by APHA as “captive 
deer”.   
 
For more information about EHDV see the Preliminary Outbreak Assessment published by Defra.7 As part of 
their risk assessment APHA undertake the Airborne Orbivirus Assessment each week using the Numerical 
Atmospheric-dispersion Modelling Environment (NAME) model.8 
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