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CORRESPONDENCE
Australian bat lyssavirus

TD St GEORGE

15 Tamarix Street

Chapel Hill, Queensland 4069

he Exotic Animal Disease Bulletin #57 in the February

issue of the Australian Veterinary Journal' gives a good
description of the current situation regarding the lyssavirus
found recently in bats in Australia. However, it is a misnomer to
label this virus an exotic disease agent, and premarure to name
it Australian bat lyssavirus. The discovery of this virus is simply
the latest in a series of recognition of endemic viruses of veteri-
nary interest by many virologists. This long series of discoveries
was initiated by the establishment of a virology unit in CSIRO
by Dr EL French in 1958. The lyssavirus has, most probably, a
distribution up into Asia and until the limits are known a local
name is premature.

It was the realisation that bars rather chan earthbound carni-
vores were more likely to be the ancestral hosts of rabies viruses
around the world that led me to advance the hypothesis in 1989
that a lyssavirus was already present in bars in Australia.” The
prevalence of rabies viruses seemed to be very high in bats in the
USA in contrast to other regions of the world. In the best-stud-
ied bar popularion in the world. 30 of the 39 species in the USA
were shown to be infected.’ The other nine species are rarities.
The nearest location to Australia where rabies virus had ac the
time been isolated from a bat (Preropus poliocephalus) is India.*
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However, the sparse record from Asia and the countries to (f;
south and cast seemed to me to be relaced more to the lack ..
study rather than the absence of this virus from Australian by

Bats arc probably the most ancient placental mammals ;.
Australia. A microchiropteran fossil has been found from (f;
middle Miocene era,’ when the other land animals were marsupia:
Thus, there has been ample time for any virus brought with th
current or extinct species of bat to have spread through inter
active bat populations. Only small bac populations which hav.
been isolated for a long period by the increasing aridity of ¢hi.
continent should be regarded as possibly uninfected. The pas:
sea levels should be taken into account when considering the ba:
populations on islands which are presencly too far offshore for
the resident species to migrate to and from the mainland.

There is no evidence to support the statement by Gleeson thar
the ‘newly emerged’ lyssavirus represents a progressively increas-
ing risk for the human population through future spread.® The
risk t0 man or domestic animals has decreased by the isolation
of the lyssavirus, which has allowed soundly based warnings as
in Bulletin #57 to be issued. Establishment of a lyssavirus in a
new cycle in a species of carnivore is probably a very rare event.
Australia has lacked a sufficient population of small carnivores
to allow for the necessary frequency of encounters with bats.
sick with encephalitis. The relevant ecological niche is being
filled by che expanding fox, car and dog populations of the pre-
sent day, so probabilities are changing. I have observed feral car
colonies in bat-roosting areas in and under the trees in close
association with bats.

Future research should allow for broader isolation methods to
be used than those applicable to lyssaviruses to allow the dis-
covery of the other endemic infectious agents present in bats in
Australia so that an adequate risk assessment can be made for
those in contact with bats.

References

1. Current knowledge on the Australian bat lyssavirus. Aust Vet J 1997:75:151-
153.

2. St George TD. Are there common features in Lyssavirus disease? In:Uren
MF. Blok J, Manderson LH, editors. Arbovirus research in Australia.
Proceedings, 5th Symposium CSIRO/QIMR, Brisbane, 1989:264-267

3. Baer GM. Rabies in non- hematophagous bats. Bovine paralytic rabies and
rabies in the vampire bats. In: Baer GM. editor. The natural history of rabies.
Academic Press, New York 1975:2:79-121

4. Pal SR, Arora B. Chbuttani PN et al. Rabies infection of a flying fox bat.
Pteropus poliocephalus in Chandigarh, Northern India. Trop Geograph Med
1980:32:265-267

5. Archer M. A review of the origins and radiation of Australian mammais in:
Keast A. editor. Ecological biogeography of Australia. W Junk. The Hague.
1981:3:473-482.

6. Gleeson LJ. Australian bat lyssavirus: a newly emerged zoonosis? Aust Vet
J1997:75:188.

367


https://core.ac.uk/display/15154068?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1

