


 

 

A 66 year old man was admitted to 
hospital with fever and joint pains. 
He was diagnosed with septic ar-
thritis and a blood sample sent for 
culture. Streptobacillus moniliformis 
was isolated from this sample after 
the patient was discharged home. 
 
Streptobacillus moniliformis is a 
Gram negative bacterium that 
causes ‘rat bite fever’. It is carried in 
the upper respiratory tract of 
healthy asymptomatic rats, and has 
a worldwide distribution. Other ani-
mals including cats, dogs, ferrets 
and weasles, are susceptible to in-
fection, which they presumably ac-
quire via contact with rodents, and 
have occasionally been responsible 
for disease transmission. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Human infection is usually acquired 
either from a rat bite/scratch, han-
dling infected rats, or rarely via in-
gestion of milk or water contami-
nated with the organism.  

Rat-bite fever usually develops 
within 7 days of the bite, and be-
gins abruptly with fever and chills, 

followed by severe myalgia and 
joint pain, headache and nausea. A 
rash is common, most often on the 
extremities, and about half of all 
patients develop an arthritis. Per-
son-to-person transmission does 
not occur, and penicillin is the treat-
ment of choice. 

S. moniliformis is extremely fastidi-
ous and microbiological diagnosis 
is not straightforward. The organ-
isms are slow growing and blood 
cultures may become positive as 
late as after 7 days’ incubation. In 
broth the growth may appear as 
'puffballs' or as a flocculated sedi-
ment. Blood culture media without 
sodium polyanethol sulfonate 
should be used because of the in-
hibitory nature of this anticoagu-
lant.  

The patient is known to have 2 pet 
rats at home which have free run of 
a room in his house, but a history of 
a rat bite has not yet been estab-
lished. The HPA and VLA dis-
cussed the need for animal sam-
pling. The conclusion was that if the 
rats died or were euthanased then it 
would be possible to attempt cul-
tures, but that it was not appropriate 
to actively solicit them or to have 
them killed. Not isolating the organ-
ism would probably mean that the 
fastidious organism had been 
missed, while successfully culturing 
it would not absolutely guarantee 
that the rats were the source, as 
most rats are positive.  

 
MRSA ST398 in the UK 

First described in pigs in the Nether-
lands in 2004, this type of MRSA has 
since been reported in Germany, Aus-
tria, Belgium, Denmark, USA, Can-
ada, China, Singapore, and the Do-
minican Republic. It is mainly associ-
ated with pigs, horses and cattle, and 
leads to colonisation in pig workers 
and vets. In the Netherlands ST398 
now accounts for at least 20% of all 
MRSA.  

ST398 is considered a newly emerg-
ing zoonotic agent, and livestock may 
constitute a growing reservoir. Cur-
rently it appears to have limited ca-
pacity for inter-human spread, al-
though transmission within families 
and within healthcare has been dem-
onstrated.  

In the UK the first human isolates 
were reported in 2008 in Scotland. All 
were infants and none had any known 
animal contact. A recent paper re-
ports the first isolation of ST398 from 
UK animals [Loeffler et al, J Hosp 
Infection July 09;72(3):269-71] in two 
horses with infection. One had never 
been out of the UK, the other was 
imported from Spain via France (it 
had been shipped overland stopping 
in France for one night en route). The 
isolates match other equine strains 
but are different from pig strains. 
Screening of a total of 151 horses for 
MRSA carriage yielded no further 
isolates of MRSA ST398.  

Implications for local teams: For 
information only 
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The risks of infection on 
open farms 

Farmers do not require a licence to 
open their farms to the public al-
though they have responsibility to 
visitors under legislation in the 
Health & Safety at Work etc. Act  

Hygiene advice for farm visits is 
available from the HSE on their 
dedicated agriculture website, in-
cluding the revised information 
sheet on avoiding ill health at open 
farms (www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/
ais23.pdf).  

The importance of washing hands 
with soap and water is emphasised, 
and it states that using cleansing 
gels or wipes is not a substitute. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Managing the risk of infection on 
open farms is the responsibility of 
the farm operator. The available 
guidance is not proscriptive and 
does for example allow animals to 
roam freely as part of an overall 

risk assessment.   

Vigilance is required 
to ensure that risks 
associated with this 
highly enjoyable activity are mini-
mised.  Farm visitors often include 
children of all ages, including the 
very young; for these especially, 
direct oral contamination from ani-
mals and the farm environment 
needs to be rigorously prevented 
by supervising adults. 

The investigations around the two 
outbreaks described here demon-
strate the value of inter-agency col-
laboration and also highlight areas 
of potential concern regarding farm 
open days.  

  An unusual rat-associated infection 



 

 

Topics discussed by the Human Animal Infections and Risk 
Surveillance Group 
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Brucella suis, USA 
Three cases of brucellosis linked to 
feral swine (wild boar) hunts were 
diagnosed in 2008. While on the 
hunts cases had participated in field 
dressing and butchering of the ani-
mals, during which no personal pro-
tective equipment had been worn. 
One case had sustained a knife cut 
during butchering. Symptoms devel-
oped 3-6 months after exposure.  

Case 1 had fever, malaise, a painful 
swollen knee, headaches, and 
weight loss. Blood & synovial fluid 
culture were positive for B. suis. The 
patient had hunted with 2 compan-
ions, neither of whom were sympto-
matic. Case 2 had fever, chills, 
myalgia, shortness of breath, and 
weight loss. A blood culture was 
positive for B. suis. The third case, 
associated with Case 2, recalled a 
period of night sweats and shortness 
of breath; his serology was positive 
for anti– Brucella IgG at a titre of 
1:640. 

Near-identical strains of B. suis were 
also isolated from frozen meat 
stored since the hunt that cases 2&3 
were involved in. As no family mem-

bers who also ate the meat were 
affected, the cases’ exposures are 
likely to have occurred during the 
hunt itself, particularly the slaughter/
butchering processes.  

MMWR 12 June 2009  http://
www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/
mm5822a3.htm 

Implications for local teams: For 
information. B. suis does not occur in 
the UK, but is found in much of 
Europe in both domestic pigs and 

wildlife species. 
 

Trichinellosis & warthog ham 
Three patients, living in different re-
gions of France, developed trichinel-
losis after consumption of smoked 
warthog ham in Senegal. Symptoms 

of fever, facial / limb oedema, and 
myalgia, together with eosinophilia 
appeared 2-6 weeks later, and the 
diagnosis was confirmed serologi-
cally. No cardiac or neurological 
complications were observed. Only 
one patient was hospitalised, and all 
three patients were treated with al-
bendazole and corticosteroids.  
Trichinellosis was suspected in three 
additional persons with non-specific 
symptoms who had stayed in the 
same hotel and shared meals with 
the confirmed cases. Two tested 
negative for anti-Trichinella antibod-
ies on samples collected early after 
the suspected date of infection and 
no subsequent assays were per-
formed. The three suspected cases 
were also treated with albendazole. 

Warthog meat is usually deep-frozen 
for several weeks before being proc-
essed as ham, but it is possible that 
T. britovi, which is partially resistant 
to freezing, may be the endemic 
species of Trichinella in Senegal. 
http://www.eurosurveillance.org/
ViewArticle.aspx?ArticleId=19220  

Implications for local teams: For 
information 

Salmonella Typhimurium 
DT191a and reptiles: update 

Human cases of infection with this 
newly recognised phagetype of Sal-
monella are still occurring; there 
have now been 195 cases across 
the UK. 
Following the epidemiological link to 
snake ownership and the use of fro-
zen mice as feed, the VLA and HPA 
undertook some screening surveil-
lance of frozen feed for reptiles 
which had been imported into the 
UK. Three of 21 samples were posi-
tive for STM DT191a, and all were 
traced back to a single consignment 
from the USA. Further testing on this 
consignment showed that a high 
proportion (more than 50%) was 
positive. The affected consignments 
have been currently withdrawn from 
the UK market. 
http://www.defra.gov.uk/animalh/diseases/mo
n i to r ing /pd f /sa lmone l la - t yph imur ium-
090624.pdf  

However it is likely that previously 
purchased feed is still present in 
both shops and homes, as the feed 
can be stored frozen for long peri-
ods. Similarly, snakes already fed 
incriminated mice may be an ongo-
ing source of infection in house-
holds. 
Actions taken: Defra is currently dis-
cussing the regulatory position, and 
the HAIRS group has considered the 
evidence and situation thus far. Con-
sumer Protection and Trading Stan-
dards have been informed, as has 
the European Commission. The 
Reptile and Exotic Pets Trade Asso-
ciation is producing a poster for use 
in pet shops and retailers, and the 
Department of Health is developing 
a leaflet. Current HPA advice con-
centrates on basic hygiene within 
the household with hand washing 
essential following handling the rep-
tile, its food, waste, and old bedding 
materials. Advice is available on the 

HPA website at 
http://www.hpa.org.uk/web/HPAweb&HPAwe
bStandard/HPAweb_C/1239264199921 
 

“Blood sweating disease” 
Idiopathic haemorrhagic diathesis 
syndrome  is a newly described syn-
drome that has been reported in 
Germany, Belgium and Holland.  
Eight outbreaks in springborn suck-
led calves were recently diagnosed 
in Scotland. Affected calves were 
under three weeks of age, and had 
pyrexia together with spontaneous 
bleeding from the mucosa, injection 
or tagging sites. The aetiology of this 
syndrome is not clear, although it is 
thought unlikely to be infectious in 
origin. There are no known reports 
of any associated human illness. 
Further investigations are planned. 

Implications for local teams: for infor-
mation only 

Incidents outside the UK 



 

 

New reports/ guidelines: 
Defra Consultation on Contingency Plan for Exotic 
Disease of Animals 2009. Comments by 21 September 
2009. Available at www.defra.gov.uk/corporate/consult/
animaldisease-plan2009/index.htm  
 
HPA Clinical Service for Rabies (revised May 2009) 
http://www.hpa.org.uk/webc/HPAwebFile/
HPAweb_C/1224745729371 

For further information on this newsletter please 
contact: 

Mandy Walsh 
Gastrointestinal, Emerging and Zoonotic Infections 
Department 
HPA Centre for Infections 
61 Colindale Avenue 
London NW9 5EQ 
Phone: 0208 327 7483 
E-mail: Zoonoses@hpa.org.uk  
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Q fever in the Netherlands: 
update 

Since 2007 Q fever has emerged as 
a challenge to human and veterinary 
public health in southern areas of the 
Netherlands. In 2008 a thousand hu-
man cases were diagnosed, and 
since the spring of 2009 a sharp in-
crease has again been noted; 345 
cases were diagnosed between 
January and May. Pneumonia is the 
main clinical presentation. Availability 
of diagnostic testing and improved 
awareness amongst physicians has 
reduced the time taken to confirm 
diagnoses and notification of disease 
is now more rapid. 

The most affected province is again 

Noord Brabant. This has a high den-
sity of large dairy goat farms, and 
some sheep farms. Farms with abor-
tion waves have been linked epidemi-
ologically to human cases. Analysis 
of abortion outbreaks showed that 
farms had an average of 900 animals 
with abortion rates between 10-60%.  

 

 

 

 

 

In the Netherlands 
reporting of Q fever 
in animals became 
mandatory in 2008, 
requiring notifica-
tion when abortions occur in more than 
5% of pregnant animals on large farms 
(>100 animals). Mandatory vaccination 
of small ruminants began in the prov-
ince in April 2009. It is hoped that this 
will reduce the number of abortion 
waves and excretion of Coxiella burnetii 
in the lambing  season of 2010.  

http://www.eurosurveillance.org/
ViewArticle.aspx?ArticleId=19210 

Implications for local teams: for 
information only 

Rabies in Italy: update 
Since October 2008, 19 cases of ra-
bies have been confirmed in north-
eastern Italy (the vicinity of Udine in 
the Friuli-Venezia Giulia Region). Of 
these 18 were in wild animals 
(including foxes, badgers and roe 
deer) and one was in a domestic dog.   
Local control measures including vac-
cination and restriction of movement 
of dogs, enhanced surveillance of 
wildlife, and oral vaccination of wild 
foxes have been enforced. This area 
is alpine and forested and not a major 
tourist destination. There is currently 
no evidence of wider spread of rabies 
in Italy and current HPA advice for 
travellers to Italy remains unchanged.  

Available at www.hpa.org.uk/web/
H P A w e b & H P A w e b S t a n d a r d /
HPAweb_C/1224745740644 
Implications for local teams: for 
information only 

Successful Zoonoses course 
The first joint zoonoses training 
course organised by the Royal Veteri-
nary College, Defra, the Veterinary 
Laboratories Agency and the Health 
Protection Agency was held in June.  

Thirty-six delegates attended the 2 
day course. Of these 2/3 were from 

veterinary public health, and 1/3 from 
human public health. Despite the 
heavy workload from H1N1 several  
CCDCs attended.  
The course included formal lectures, 
interactive sessions, and small 
groups working through scenarios 
and role-play to explore the response 
and management of zoonotic inci-
dents. Feedback at the end of the 
course was very positive, and we 
hope to run this course again in the 
future.  
 
Contact for further information:- 
gloria.wilson@hpa.org.uk   

CPD/ training opportunities: 

 
5th European Meeting on Viral Zoonoses,  
26-29 September 2009, St Raphael, France 
http://www.euroviralzoon.com/  
 
International symposium on veterinary epidemiology 
and economics, 10-14 August, Durban, South Africa 
http://www.isvee.co.za/ 
 
International conference on diseases in nature com-
municable to man. August 8-10 2010, Fairbanks, Alaska 
http://incdncm.googlepages.com/  
 
European Wildlife Diseases Association Conference 
‘The interface between wildlife diseases and public health’ 
6-10 September 2010, Vlieland, The Netherlands. 
www.ewda.org/  

 


