SKIN DISEASES

Tularemia in rabbits

Esther van Praag, Ph.D.

The bacterium Francisella tularensis leads to the development of acute
blood poisoning in hares, rabbits as well as in other animals like birds and
even human beings. Rabbits, hares and rodents are most sensitive to the
bacterium and the disease is fatal for them. It is suspected that the later
are responsible for the epidemic spread of the diseases in some regions.

The disease is mainly found on
the American continent, in
Russia and in Scandinavia.
There are nevertheless regions
in Western Europe where the
bacterium is endemic (e.g.
Alsace, France). The bacterium
is spread by blood-sucking
insects  (lice, ticks, flies,
mosquitoes) but can also be
spread by skin contact, through
www.zkea.com/archives/ archive02009.html respiration or by contaminated
food.

Francisella tularensis

Francisella sp., which has been
classified with the bacterial family of Brucella sp. and Pasteurella sp., is a
tiny (it can barely be seen with a regular light microscope), Gramm
negative, immobile and aerobic coccobacillus. The most virulent strains are
mainly observed in the USA.

The disease is rarely seen in rabbits, and contamination from a domestic
rabbit to a human being has not been described so far.
Clinical signs

Although the time between infection and the death of the rabbit is rapid, the
disease is usually discovered after the death of the animal only.

The first clinical signs are a decrease appetite, depression, ataxia (blocked
ability to coordinate movements) and a certain inclination to remain
together with other rabbits.
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The visible symptoms are the presence of skin abscesses and infection of
the lymphatic glands (nodular form of the disease). In severe cases, the
disease can be accompanied by pneumonia and septicemia

An autopsy often shows the presence of bleedings in the pleura and an
accumulation of blood in the lungs. The liver is enlarged and the presence of
blood clots is observed in this organ as well as in the spleen. The lymph
nodes are usually swollen.

Diagnosis

This disease is very contagious to human beings, and extra safety measure
must be taken during the treatment and the lab work.

Francisella sp. grows only on a special media, rich in blood like the blood
cystine medium. A further analytical tool is the ELISA test.

Treatment

As in human beings, streptomycin or other aminoglucoside antibiotics are
given to the rabbit. The advantage of tetracycline antibiotics is that it can
be administrated orally, but often, the disease is recurrent after the
treatment is halted.
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