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Bats suspected in disease

outbreak
Leslie Bienen

An ou tb reak  of hu man encep halitis in
F eb ru ary 2 0 0 4  in B angladesh has so
far cau sed 1 7  deaths. The U S C enters
for D isease C ontrol (Atlanta, G A)
has confirmed that these and 2 2  non-
fatal cases w ere cau sed b y a v iru s of
the genu s Henipavirus. All p ast ou t-
b reak s of these v iru ses hav e b een
link ed to flying fox es ( genu s P teropus) .
The v iru s  b ehind the latest
B angladesh ou tb reak  may b e a new
memb er of this genu s, as ep idemiolog-
ically it b ehav es differently than other
k now n sp ecies of Henipavirus. The
W orld H ealth O rganization is still
inv estigating the B angladesh ev ents,
b u t the assu mp tion is that flying fox es
are the natu ral host. The w orst
Henipavirus ou tb reak  to date w as of
N ip ah v iru s, w hich k illed 1 0 5  p eop le
in M alaysia b etw een 1 9 9 8  and 1 9 9 9 ,
and inv olv ed p igs as amp lifier hosts.
Sp illov ers  of related v iru ses  hav e
occu rred in Au stralia, India, and p re-
v iou sly in B angladesh. 

Peter D aszak  of the C onsortiu m for
C onserv ation M edicine ( C C M )  at
W ildlife Tru st (Palisades, N Y )  is sp ear-
heading an international team of
researchers that are stu dying the ep i-

demiology of these v iru ses in the con-
tex t of flying fox  ecology. W ith the
emergence of fou r new  v iru ses b etw een
1 9 9 3  and 1 9 9 7 , flying fox es acq u ired
the du b iou s distinction of hosting the
most new  v iru ses isolated from a single
genu s in su ch a short time.

The researchers are trying to u ntan-
gle the elements, many of them p rob a-
b ly anthrop ogenic, that driv e disease
sp illov ers from flying fox es to hu mans.
“ F lying fox es are not new , nor are

their v iru ses new ” , p oints ou t H u me
F ield ( D ep artment of Primary Indu s-
tries, B risb ane, Au stralia) . “ W hat has
changed are the ecological dynamics.
W e’re look ing at glob al climate
change, introdu ction of liv estock  into
forested areas, flying fox  distrib u tion
and migration, hab itat loss, and any-
thing else w e think  may b e driv ing
disease emergence.”  U nderstanding
how  s u ch factors  hav e affected
p athogen dynamics in b ats is v ital to
the researchers’ efforts. “ F igu ring ou t
how  the v iru s sp reads from b at to b at
is cru cial to determining how  it is
transmitted from b ats to hu mans” ,
emp hasizes R aina Plow right ( U niv er-
sity of C alifornia, D av is, C A) . 

The theory that some Henipavirus
cou ld b e sp read from b at to b at b y the
tick Ixodes holoc yc lus, w hich p ara-
sitized flying fox es relativ ely recently,
has b een p ostu lated, b u t the C C M
researchers b eliev e that v iral transmis-
sion occu rs directly v ia b odily flu ids.
“ C learly, mu ch more inv estigation
into the sp read of these v iru ses is
needed” , says D aszak . “The new  chal-
lenge for glob al health is to u nder-
stand the connections b etw een land-
scap e changes, flying fox  ecology, and
v irology, and the u np recedented
increase in emerging v iru ses su ggests
w e need to do this fast.” �

Europe’s polluters “outed”
Martina Hab eck
The Eu rop ean C ommiss ion has
lau nched a w eb site that featu res infor-
mation on 5 0  air and w ater p ollu tants
emitted b y almost 1 0 0 0 0  of Eu rop e’s
largest indu strial facilities. “ It emp ow -
ers  citizens and local commu nities ” ,
says  Tony C arritt at the Eu rop ean
Env ironment Agency (EEA)  ( C op en-
hagen, D enmark ) , w hich hosts  the
w eb s ite, lau nched in F eb ru ary 2 0 0 4 .
H e anticip ates that citizens and env i-
ronmental grou p s  w ill u se the infor-
mation to p u t p ress u re on comp anies
to clean u p .

Similar p u b licly av ailab le p ollu tant
registers  already ex ist in the U S ( the
Tox ics  R elease Inv entory)  and in
England and W ales  ( the Pollu tion
Inv entory) . The inv entories  are

mainly u sed b y N G O s to camp aign for
a cleaner env ironment. F or ex amp le,
F riends of the Earth ( F O E)  u sed raw
data from the Pollu tion Inv entory to
collate leagu e tab les  of factories  that
emit cancer-cau sing gases. As a resu lt
of their camp aign, emiss ions fell b y
4 8 %  b etw een 1 9 9 8  and 2 0 0 2 . 

The new  Eu rop ean Pollu tant Emis-
sion R egister ( EPER )  ( w w w .ep er.cec.
eu .int)  contains information on emis-
sions in 2 0 0 1  from the 1 5  EU  memb er
states  and N orw ay. Tw o years  from
now , it w ill b e u p dated w ith emissions
data from 2 0 0 4  and w ill then also
inclu de information from the 1 0  EU
access ion cou ntries . Ev entu ally, the
register w ill b e u p dated annu ally. 

“This is a good first step ” , says F O E’s
safer chemicals camp aigner M ary
Taylor, “ b u t it is  p retty limited in its

scop e” . She p oints ou t that the list of
chemicals is  short ( the U S inv entory
cov ers 6 5 0  p ollu tants) . The site also
lack s information on the p rodu ction
lev els of sp ecific comp anies; as a resu lt,
it is imp ossib le to ju dge w hich are the
cleanest, most efficient indu stries.
Taylor says F O E w ill w ait for more
detailed analyses of the data u ntil their
q u ality has b een confirmed –  an EC
rev iew  look ing at the comp leteness and
q u ality of the data is du e this su mmer.

D esp ite some teething p rob lems, the
EPER  w eb s ite is  already a s u ccess .
Ironically, EEA had to temp orarily
shu t dow n a serv ice that allow s  u sers
to search the datab ase b y click ing on a
map . “ Too many p eop le w ere as k ing
for it at the same time, and ou r serv ers
w ere not ab le to k eep  u p  w ith the
demand” , ex p lains C arritt. �

Little red flying fox, Chillagoe, Australia.
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