
Morbillivirus: 

Phocid seals are susceptible to canine distemper virus ( Canine Distemper: Introduction) and to a 

closely related but distinct morbillivirus (phocine distemper virus [PDV]). Generally, young seals are 

affected and show depression, anorexia, crusting conjunctivitis, nasal discharge, and dyspnea. 

Pneumonia develops and mortality can be high in previously unexposed animals. Outbreaks in wild 

harbor seals have been extensive in the North Sea. Seals vaccinated with canine distemper vaccine 

have been rendered immune to challenge with the virus (suspension of organ material) obtained from 

dead wild seals. Deaths of seals in Lake Baikal, Russia, in 1987 were due to canine distemper virus. 

A delphinoid distemper virus (cetacean morbillivirus [CMV]), closely related to rinderpest ( 

Rinderpest: Introduction) and peste des petits ruminants ( Peste Des Petits Ruminants: Introduction), 

has been implicated in the deaths of harbor porpoises and common dolphins off the coast of the UK, 

striped dolphins in the Mediterranean, and bottlenose dolphins in the western Atlantic and Gulf of 

Mexico. Pilot whale calves, white-beaked dolphins ( Laegenorhynchus albirostris ), harp seals, hooded 

seals ( Cystophora cristata ), and Mediterranean monk seals ( Monachus monachus ) have been 

affected by PDV and/or CMV infections. Harp seals and pilot whales have been incriminated as 

apparent reservoirs in the wild of PDV and CMV, respectively. 

Therapy is supportive. Mortality in naive populations is high, often due to secondary infections 

facilitated by the immunosuppressive impact of active morbillivirus infection. Vaccination with a 

subunit vaccine is practiced in European rescue centers and appears to be protective, but this 

approach has not been applied in North America, in large part due to lack of availability of the 

appropriate vaccine. 
 

 
Etiology and Pathogenesis: 

Canine distemper is caused by a paramyxovirus closely related to the viruses of measles and 

rinderpest. The enveloped virus is sensitive to lipid solvents and most disinfectants and is relatively 

unstable outside the host. The main route of infection is via aerosol droplet secretions from infected 

animals. Some infected dogs may shed virus for several months. 

Virus initially replicates in the lymphatic tissue of the respiratory tract. A cell-associated viremia 

results in infection of all lymphatic tissues, which is followed by infection of respiratory, GI, and 

urogenital epithelium, as well as the CNS and optic nerves. Disease follows virus replication in these 

tissues. The degree of viremia and extent of spread of virus to various tissues is moderated by the 

level of specific humoral immunity in the host during the viremic period. 
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