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PILOT STUDIES INTO BAT RABIES SHOW 

LITTLE RISK TO HUMAN HEALTH

The preliminary results of pilot studies into the extent of bat rabies in the UK bat population have shown that they pose little risk to human health.

These test results, published in this weeks issue of The Veterinary Record, are the first of their kind to be carried out.  Live bats from a range of colonies in Scotland and England were blood tested and returned to their roosts unharmed.

The results show that, on average, only two percent of one particular type of bat - the Daubenton’s bat - proved positive to carrying antibodies of European Bat Lyssavirus 2 (EBLV2).  The antibodies indicate that the animals have come into contact with the disease at some point in their lives.  No virus was found in any of the bats tested.

Although the possibility of contracting rabies from bats is extremely low Government advice is:-

· Anyone bitten or scratched by a bat should seek medical advice.

· People who find a sick or dead bat should not touch the animal.

· Advice should be sought from a bat conservation organisation or other animal welfare group.

· Licensed bat handlers and anyone who regularly handles bats should ensure that they have the relevant rabies vaccination and should always wear protective gloves when handling bats.

Allan Wilson, Deputy Minister for the Environment said:

“These studies are the first of their kind to be undertaken in Scotland and indicate that there is no significant risk to human health from bats.  The virus cannot easily be spread to humans and as long as we follow simple, common sense rules the risk of contracting infection is negligible. 

“All of the nine species of bat in Scotland are relatively rare and are protected by law.  Of those nine species, three – the common pipistrelle, soprano pipistrelle and brown-long-eared bat – are commonly found in roof spaces.  None of these species tested positive for antibodies in the pilot, and none has tested positive for virus from analyses of 4000 bats found dead in Great Britain over the last twenty years.”

The Scottish Executive and Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH), together with Defra, conducted pilot studies into the prevalence of European Bat Lyssavirus 2 in the UK bat population.

The combined results of both pilot studies indicate that, in areas where we did not expect to find infected bats only two percent of Daubenton’s bats carried antibodies.  In those sites where we suspected the possibility of infected bats, approximately eight per cent of Daubenton’s bats carry antibodies.  No other species carried either the antibodies or the virus.

The studies involved the development of new techniques not previously tested in the UK.  Some 224 bats were blood sampled from 19 locations across southern and eastern Scotland and 41 saliva samples provided analytical results.

Commenting on the results, SNH Director of Science Professor Colin Galbraith said:

“We have now overcome many of the hurdles to taking forward a more detailed study to properly evaluate the extent of EBLV2 in the Scottish bat population.

“Due to the small number of samples taken in these pilots the results must be treated with caution.  We are now planning a larger study to look more closely at the pattern of exposure to the virus, particularly in the Daubenton’s bat population across Scotland.

“The findings from this pilot study will greatly assist in taking this work forward which has been supported by valued advice and guidance from local Bat Groups and the Bat Conservation Trust.”  

Professor Bill Reilly of the Scottish Centre for Infection and Environmental Health

said:

“This is important research, particularly in light of the public's earlier concerns about the possible threat of rabies infection. However the risk to the public at large from bats remains minimal.

“In the unlikely event of being bitten by a bat, the individual should wash the wound with soap and water and seek immediate medical advice.”

NOTES FOR EDITORS

1.
 There are two forms of European Bat Lyssavirus called EBLV1 and EBLV2.  These are two of seven, closely related but genetically distinct Lyssaviruses, which cause rabies or rabies-like diseases around the world.  The only other one of these present in Europe is classical Rabies.

2.
 Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) managed the contract to look at bats and EBLV2.    Representatives from the public health, animal health and environment departments of the Scottish Executive and the Scottish Centre for Infection and Environmental Health (SCIEH) provided advice on the project. The study is jointly funded by the Scottish Executive and SNH and links with a parallel pilot study, funded by Defra, also undertaken by VLA and CSL in England using similar techniques to the Scottish study.  The results of the study will be published once it and parallel work being undertaken by Defra in England has been completed and assessed by committees who advise Government on Dangerous Pathogens, and Zoonoses.

3.
SNH is the Government’s statutory advisor in respect of the conservation, enhancement, enjoyment, understanding and sustainable use of the natural heritage. Visit www.snh.org.uk  for more details.

4.
SCIEH is a division of the Common Services Agency for NHS Scotland.  It is responsible for the national surveillance of communicable diseases and environmental health hazards and the provision of expert operational support on infection and environmental health to health boards and local authorities in Scotland. For more details, visit www.show.scot.nhs.uk/scieh/.

5.
The Bat Conservation Trust is the leading UK organisation for the protection of bats and their habitats. It supports a network of over 90 voluntary bat groups and runs the National Bat Monitoring Programme. For more details, visit www.bats.org.uk.
The Pilot Study  

6.
The Scottish pilot study has now developed methodologies and procedures for humanely sampling bats to assist in establishing the level of exposure of bats to EBLV2.  The Central Science Laboratory (CSL) at York was the primary contractor for the pilot work.  CSL sub-contracted The Veterinary Laboratory Agency, Weybridge to carry out the specialist laboratory tests, and Aberdeen University to undertake some of the fieldwork.

7.
The separate tests are designed to reveal the presence of antibodies to EBLV2 in the blood – an indication of exposure to the virus at some point during the animal’s life, but not necessarily of infection; and traces of EBLV2 RNA, or genetic material, in the bat’s saliva – which would indicate current infection. 

8.
Between April and October 2003, 224 blood samples from bats of three species were analysed.  The species were Daubenton’s bats (197), Natterer’s Bat (21) and Pipistrelle (6).  Positive antibodies were found only in some Daubenton’s bats at two sites in eastern Scotland. Samples taken in south Scotland found no antibodies or virus, but are too small to be able to conclude that the virus is absent from this area. 

9.
The results indicate that between 0.05 and 3.8% of Daubenton’s bats sampled across the population in south and east Scotland were antibody positive. At the two sites where antibody positive bats were found, the data obtained suggest that between 2.6 and 12.5% were antibody positive. The spread of the results is due to pooling of some samples for laboratory analysis, which occurred when the blood samples obtained were too small to analyse individually. 

10.
Analysis of the saliva samples from mouth swabs has found no live virus in any bat.  So far, 41 samples have provided results from detailed testing for the live virus, including all the bats which were found to have antibodies present. 

11.
These results suggest that the prevalence of EBLV antibodies in Daubenton’s bats is towards the lower end of levels recorded in bat populations in several other western European countries.  We have no evidence of EBLV2 occurring in any other bat species in Britain.

Other Studies: 

12.
In a complementary study over the last 16 years, more than 4,000 bats which had been found dead from across the UK have been tested for EBLV:  all have been negative.  In 2003, more than 790 dead bats (over 180 from Scotland) were sent for rabies testing.  All were negative.

13.
Only EBLV2 has been found in the UK, in two individual Daubenton’s bats which were found alive but sick, one from Sussex (1996) and one in Lancashire (2002).  

14.
A Defra study in Lancashire in 2003 found antibodies in three colonies there, at similar levels to those found in Scotland, and also found no virus in saliva samples.  Samples taken in south west England found no antibodies or virus, but are too small to be able to conclude that the virus is absent from this area. 

What does this mean for people finding bats?
15.
The general public are advised not to touch bats.  The Department of Health recommends that anyone whose work or leisure activities involve handling bats should be vaccinated against rabies.  Anyone who has to move a stray or injured bat, where handling is unavoidable, should wear bite-proof gloves and use a cloth or a small towel, or a box and card, to pick-up and move it out of the reach of children, passers-by, cats and dogs.

16.
Anyone who is bitten or scratched by a bat or has contact between an open cut or their mucous membranes (for example of their nose, eye or mouth) and a bats’ saliva should wash the affected area immediately and thoroughly with soap and water and then seek medical attention.  An effective post-exposure vaccine is available. 

Further information and advice

‘Bats and Human Health’ leaflet, produced by SNH and SCIEH is available on the SNH and SCIEH websites: www.snh.org.uk and www.show.scot.nhs.uk/scieh .

'Rabies vaccination for bat handlers - Frequently asked questions' - produced by the Department of Health is available on The Bat Conservation Trust website.  A parallel pilot study, funded by Defra, is being undertaken by VLA and CSL in England using similar techniques to the Scottish study.  Sampling and analysis is not yet complete.  

Anyone with a query about bats should contact:-

For general bat information and for details of local Bat Groups and bat carers - The National UK Bat Helpline run by The Bat Conservation Trust – 0845 1300 228 (9am to 5:30 pm Monday to Friday, except for English Bank Holidays).

For advice on bat roosts or dealing with grounded or stray bats (during office hours, Monday to Friday) – their local SNH office.  See phone book or www.snh.gov.uk for details.

For advice on dealing with stray bats in Scotland (outside office hours) - the SNH Bat Helpline on 07774 161219.     

For advice on dealing with injured bats in Scotland – the Scottish SPCA Helplines 0870 73 77722.

Contact: Elaine Mitchell: 0131 244 2969

News Release: 

Internet: www.scotland.gov.uk


