Bluetongue menace grows
The relentless spread of Bluetongue across the UK continues with at least 110 holdings now affected. The latest cases are reported in Hertfordshire, requiring the Protection Zone to be extended further into Bedfordshire and Cambridgeshire. A separate case further North has required the Protection Zone to be extended wider into Norfolk and Lincolnshire, whilst the Surveillance Zone now reaches into North and West Yorkshire
Even more worryingly, despite the Defra notion of winter providing a lull in infection (the so-called Vector Free Period), the Bluetongue virus may have survived the winter here in pregnant cows before infecting three newborn calves in Northern Ireland last month. They were infected with bluetongue despite their mother testing negative for the disease.

Experts now claim there is growing evidence that the virus can be passed from mother to foetus, allowing it to go undetected until the calf is born in the spring or summer.
The discovery has increased fears that the disease, which reached Britain last September when the first case was detected in Suffolk, will rapidly spread across the country this year. 

The first one million doses of Bluetongue vaccine (BTV-8) will not be ready for delivery from the manufacturer Intervet before May. In total the UK has ordered 22.5 million doses, ahead of what will be a voluntary vaccination regime. Observers say this is too little vaccine to tackle the Bluetongue menace and they point to other manufacturers such as Fort Dodge having offered further batches of vaccine for UK use – so far with no Defra take-up.
The fear is that unborn calves may incubate the disease while their mothers show no signs of the virus, meaning they can be moved freely around the country before calving. Subsequently, midges can then bite the infected calves and spread the disease further. Such an infection route will mean surveillance will have to be stepped up to ensure the disease can be tracked and tackled.
Defra says it is assessing whether controls on movement needed to be updated to deal with maternal spread of Bluetongue virus.
