FISHERIES RESEARCH SERVICES

Viral Haemorrhagic Septicaemia (VHS)

Introduction

Viral haemorrhagic septicaemia (VHS) was diagnosed in
rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss) at a farm in England
on 26 May 2006. VHS is a notifiable disease in the UK
and a List Il disease under European Directive 91/67/EEC.
Investigations into the source and potential spread of the
disease are being carried out by Centre for Environment,
Fisheries and Aquaculture Science (Cefas) in England and
Wales, and by Fisheries Research Services (FRS) in
Scotland. VHS has occurred once before in the UK, in
1994, affecting a single turbot farm. The disease was
successfully eradicated on that occasion. VHS has no

implications for human health.

What is VHS?

VHS is caused by a virus. It is capable of causing high
mortality in farmed rainbow trout and is widespread in
mainland Europe. The disease can affect all stages of
fish, although young fish are more susceptible. VHS may
also occurin farmed pike, grayling and, to a lesser extent,
brown trout. In Europe, wild and feral fish can be infected
by the virus, but there are no reports of mortalities in wild
populations. Natural infection has not been reported in
Atlantic salmon.

In some cases infected fish may show no signs of disease,
however fish can act as carriers, and pose a risk of
spreading the pathogen. Disease, resulting in mortality,
is most likely to occur when water temperature is between
7°Cand 11°C and is rare above 14°C.

Signs of disease

Signs of VHS vary with the severity of infection, and acute
outbreaks are typically accompanied by a rapid onset of
heavy mortality. It is important to note that fish may

present a combination of disease signs.

Behavioural signs
Behavioural changes including disorientation, erratic
spiralling and rapid respiration may be observed.

Clinical signs

Pale gills, dark body colour, exophthalmia (bulging eye),
haemorrhage in the eyes, skin and base of fins and a
distended abdomen.

Pale gills.

Distended abdomen in rainbow trout.
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Post-mortem findings

Internally, affected fish may show petechial (pin-point)
haemorrhage involving fatty tissues of the viscera and
skeletal musculature, fluid in the body cavity, pale liver
with widespread haemorrhage, and absence of food in

the gastro-intestinal tract.
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Petechial haemorrhage in fat body surrounding the pancreas.
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Haemorrhage in muscle wall.

Diagnosis

VHS virus can be isolated from internal organs of infected
fish using tissue culture techniques and identified using
enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay (ELISA) or reverse-

transcriptase polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR).

Biosecurity

Farmers should review biosecurity at their site. Guidance
is available in: FRS report 13/06 Disinfection Guide
(Version IV) practical steps to prevent the introduction
and minimise transmission of diseases of fish: download

from www.frs-scotland.gov.uk

Information and Contacts

Early diagnosis is essential to the control of this disease.
If you suspect the presence of VHS in any fish population,
or you would like further information on the disease,
please contact the Fish Health Inspectorate at FRS or

Cefas without delay.

FRS Marine Laboratory

PO Box 101

375 Victoria Road

Aberdeen AB11 9DB

Scotland

Tel: 01224 876 544

Fax: 01224 295 620

Email: fishhealth@marlab.ac.uk

Cefas Weymouth Laboratory

Barrack Road

The Nothe

Weymouth, Dorset DT4 8UB

England

Tel: 01305 206 600

Fax: 01305 206 602

Email: fish.health.inspectorate@cefas.co.uk

See information leaflets: Virus Diagnostics at FRS Marine
Laboratory and Marine Viral Haemorrhagic Septicaemia
Virus (VHSV): Characterisation and Significance for
Aquaculture for further background information. Both are
available to download from our website:

www.frs-scotland.gov.uk
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