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Dear Rob 
 
SCHMALLENBERG VIRUS (SBV) 
 
You will be aware of the recent media coverage of an emerging animal health problem, 
known as the Schmallenberg Virus (SBV), and I thought that it would be helpful to update 
you on Scotland’s response. 
 
SBV disease was first detected in the late summer of 2011 in the north-west of Europe.  The 
virus appears to cause reduced productivity in adult cattle and birth defects in cattle, sheep 
and goats.  It has been found in a number of countries, including the Netherlands, Germany, 
and France as well as in the south of England.  Although it is a new disease, similarities 
between SBV and similar, closely related, viruses, and the locations of the cases detected in 
southern England, suggest that midges are likely to be the main means of transmission. 
 
Prior to cases being detected in southern England, the Meteorological Office identified 
several counties in the south of England at risk from midges blown across the Channel in 
2011.  In addition, a number of susceptible animals had been imported to Great Britain in 
2011 from Member States now known to be affected by SBV.   
 
Given the possibility of SBV having spread to Great Britain, the Scottish Agricultural College 
(SAC) introduced enhanced passive surveillance (that is, samples are collected from suspect 
cases and passed to the Moredun Institute for screening).  In addition, SAC alerted farmers 
and veterinarians by letter.  The Scottish Government held specific briefing sessions for 
industry when the virus was first isolated from sheep in the south of England.  Free testing of 
foetal samples for this virus is also being provided.  Moredun Institute have already screened  
three cases to date, even at this early stage of lambing, with no positive cases. 
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A similar enhanced surveillance exercise has been undertaken in England and Wales by the 
Animal Health and Veterinary Laboratories Agency (AHVLA)1.  As of 12 March 2012 the 
AHVLA had identified SBV on 158 farms (including farms in Kent, East Sussex, Norfolk, 
Suffolk, Essex, West Sussex and Hertfordshire).  All  affected counties are in the zone 
identified as being at risk from European midge incursions in 2011.  None of the cases 
identified were from imported animals.   
 
In addition, the Scottish Government has also worked with other UK administrations, and 
AHVLA, to provide the livestock industry with information and technical advice on SBV.  An 
information leaflet for farmers and veterinarians about the virus has been produced and is 
being distributed to farms affected by the disease.  
 
SBV is not a notifiable disease and there are currently no plans in Scotland, or elsewhere in 
the EU, to make it one but we are keeping this under review.  Making the disease notifiable 
would mean that reporting suspicion of the disease to the authorities would be a legal 
requirement.  However, as there is no treatment or vaccine currently available and as the 
disease is probably spread by insects there is very little that can be done about animals 
infected in 2011.  In addition, although both the Moredun Institute and AHVLA can test for 
presence of the virus in animals there is no validated test that can look for evidence of 
historical infection and this limits the ability to do surveillance testing and understand the 
extent of infection.  Consequently, making the disease notifiable is unlikely to bring much 
benefit at the moment. 
 
Many characteristics of the virus are still largely unknown.  These include, methods of 
spread, possibility of over-wintering of the virus, propensity for animals to remain persistently 
infected and the level of infection between and within herds and flocks.  This level of 
uncertainty makes it difficult to determine the impact that SBV could have.  The European 
Commission and the European Agriculture Council agree that, at present, voluntary reporting 
is the most appropriate means of determining the extent of the disease while preventing 
disruptions to the market and trade.  On the basis of current levels of knowledge this 
approach seems proportionate as it is important to maintain trade when there is no evidence 
of serious widespread economic impact and uncertainty about appropriate control measures.  
Government instigated research on SBV is underway and collaboration across Europe is a 
key element of that work.  The Scottish Government is therefore working with other UK 
administrations, and across the EU, to develop and share knowledge about the disease. 
 
This outbreak highlights the need for an effective national veterinary surveillance system.  In 
2010 I commissioned John Kinnaird to review veterinary surveillance in Scotland, and he 
published his report in November last year.  His report is aimed at improving the efficiency of 
the system while maintaining a high level of disease surveillance across the country to meet 
the needs of farmers and vets, and I am establishing a Strategic Management Board to take 
forward the recommendations.  
 

                                            
1 AHVLA is an executive agency of the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, working across 

Great Britain on behalf of Defra, Scottish Government and Welsh Government. Their  role is to help safeguard 
animal health and welfare and public health, protect the economy and enhance food security through research, 
surveillance and inspection. 
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I should emphasise that the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC)2 
assessment has concluded that there is a low risk to public health and that there is no 
evidence of any associated human infection in any of the areas where livestock have been 
affected, or elsewhere.  Both the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA)3 and ECDC are 
monitoring the spread of SBV in case public health concerns arise.  The Health Protection 
Agency in England has issued guidelines and protocols for surveying public health in the 
affected counties. 
 
Attached for your information at annex 1 is a map showing where outbreaks of SBV in 
ruminants have occurred and the UK counties at risk from vector (midge) incursion in 2011.  
At Annex 2 I have included a timeline of some of the key events from early signs of a novel 
virus in Europe to 12 March 2012.  In Annex 3 I have included a flow chart to show the 
monitoring process within Scotland and how that process interacts with other systems and 
organisations at a UK and EU level. 
 
I hope that you find this update on the latest position on SBV useful, and that it reassures 
you that the Scottish Government is responding appropriately to this emerging disease. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
RICHARD LOCHHEAD 

                                            
2
 The European Centre of Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) is an EU agency who’s aim is to strengthen 

Europe's defences against infectious diseases. ECDC's mission is to identify, assess and communicate current 
and emerging threats to human health posed by infectious diseases. 

3 The European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) is the keystone of European Union (EU) risk assessment 

regarding food and feed safety. In close collaboration with national authorities and in open consultation with its 
stakeholders, EFSA provides independent scientific advice and clear communication on existing and emerging 
risks. 
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ANNEX 1 
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ANNEX 2 - SCHMALLENBERG VIRUS (SBV): TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS FROM 
EARLY SIGNS OF A NOVEL VIRUS IN EUROPE TO 12 MARCH 2012 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reports in the Netherlands of fever, production losses, diarrhoea in milking cows. Signs 
relatively mild, common to many diseases and transient.  Clinical signs disappeared after a few 
days. 

Early Sept 2011 

Meeting of the EU Surveillance Network in Bern.  Netherlands cases discussed. Early reports 
of similar cases in Germany.  No obvious increase in reports of malaise, diarrhoea or milk drop 
from GB Scanning Surveillance Reports (AHVLA), but scanning continues. 

20-21 Sept 2011 

Reports of miscarriages and stillbirths associated with congenital (present at birth) 
abnormalities affecting mainly sheep but also cattle and goats in Netherlands/ Germany. 

Early Nov 2011 

German national reference laboratory, the Friedrich-Loeffler-Institute (FLI), announce findings 
of a novel virus.  It is provisionally named Schmallenberg virus.  Virus belongs to a family which 
is spread by vectors (including midges).  

18 Nov 2011 

Government veterinary experts review information on possible risks from imports and the 
likelihood of SBV being vector-borne. 

5-6 Dec 2011 

AHVLA reports recent congenital deformities on the continent. Recommended course of action 
is heightened awareness in animal keepers over the coming months. The report also highlights 
ruminant imports from affected countries. 

20 Dec 2011 

Enhanced surveillance for congenital Schmallenberg disease introduced in GB.  Letters issued 
(by Scottish Agricultural College (SAC) in Scotland, AHVLA in England & Wales) to private 
veterinary surgeons/ and farming industry. 

Mid-late Dec 

2011 

The European Centre of Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC), an EU agency who’s mission 
is to identify, assess and communicate current & emerging threats to human health posed by 
infectious diseases, issue news release outlining an initial risk assessment. 

22 Dec 2011 

SAC issue quality management note to veterinary staff with instructions on sample collection.  22 Dec 2011 

AHVLA notes significant changes in disease in Northern Europe. UK received consignments of 
cattle from the Netherlands during the risk period and would have been at risk of midge 
incursion for a few days each month between July and Oct.  

5 Jan 2012 

SAC issue news release requesting veterinary practices and livestock producers report 
incidences of limb and brain defects in new-born animals and foetuses.  

6 Jan 2012 

AHVLA test for virus fragments in fresh tissue and blood now available. 10 Jan 2012 

EU Standing Committee on Food Chain and Animal Health (SCoFCAH) agree not to make the 
SBV notifiable across EU. 

11-12 Jan 2012 

CVO stock take between UK administrations about investigation of suspect SBV samples in the 
South of England by AHVLA.  Scottish Government update key Livestock producer 
organisations via teleconference.  Guidance issued to those industry organisations. 

20 Jan 2012 

Presence of SBV confirmed by PCR testing on 4 sheep farms in Northfolk, Suffolk, and East 
Sussex. 

23 Jan 2012 

Agriculture and Fisheries Council meeting (Scottish Minister in attendance).  Discussion about 
financial support from the Commission for monitoring and research, and greater collaborative 
working across all Member States.  

23 Jan 2012 

Scottish Government meets with its General Animal Health and Welfare Stakeholders.  SBV on 
the agenda.  Moredun Research Institute announce they will be screening all suspect SBV 
cases found in Scotland (free of charge).  

27 Jan 2012 

AHVLA continue to publish results from further testing which reveal the presence of SBV. 31 Jan – to date 
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Pregnancy Early Pregnancy 

Not pregnant 

Schmallenberg Virus – Monitoring Process 

SAC commissions testing 
and reports to farmer, vet and 
Animal Health & Veterinary 
Laboratory Agency (AHVLA). 
(In England AHVLA receive 
samples and test). 

Animal infected, 
probably by midges. 

Infection passes 

Infection passes, but may 
affect foetus 

Aborted, stillborn or malformed 
birth reported to Scottish 
Agricultural College (SAC) 
(AHVLA in England and Wales) 

AHVLA collects information from across GB and reports 
to Defra and the Scottish and Welsh Governments. 

Defra co-ordinates UK response, 
responses in England and reports 
to the European Commission (EC) 

Scottish Government monitors 
possible cases in Scotland (but 
there has been none so far) and 
provides information to 
producers. 

EC monitors position 
across Europe, 
co-ordinates research 
and looks at trade issues 

ECDC conducts risk assessment for human health  after 
aborted foetuses found on continent. 

Contributing to HAIRS, FSA, HPS and HPA. 


