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Classification 

RNA virus, nonenveloped

Family 

Caliciviridae

Affected species 

Rabbits

Frequency 

Common in wild rabbits in some geographic areas; 
exotic and reportable disease in other areas. Extremely 
rare in laboratory rabbits. RHDV is the most clinically 
significant virus amongst several known rabbit 
caliciviruses.

Transmission 

Rabbit caliciviruses can be transmitted in a variety of 
ways, including fomites, insect vectors, animal vectors, 
direct contact, and aerosol.

Clinical Signs and Lesions 

Rabbits with RHD present with clinical signs after a 
short incubation period. Outbreaks can be explosive, 
with 30-80% of the population ill. Animals generally 
present with nervous system signs such as shaking, 
incoordination, and prostration. The disease is most 
severe in adult rabbits, and over 80% may die.

Lesions on necropsy are numerous, reflecting the 
sites of viral replication. Lungs are edematous with 
areas of hemorrhage and ecchymosis. There may 
be a serosanguinous discharge in the trachea or 
at the nares. The liver and spleen are enlarged and 
serosal ecchymoses are seen throughout the body. 
Disseminated intravascular coagulation is thought to be 
an important aspect of RHDV pathogenesis.

Diagnosis 

Screening for RHDV is conducted via ELISA. The 
currently available commercial test kits detect 

antibodies against the VP60 capsid protein of RHDV. 
The RHDV ELISA will also detect antibodies to other 
rabbit caliciviruses; thus, positive initial results should 
be viewed cautiously, especially if no morbidity is 
observed. PCR specific for RHDV is also available and 
the virus can be detected from samples of liver, spleen, 
or lung. 

Interference with Research 
Animals with RHDV are severely ill and should not be 
used for research. Although some animals may recover 
from the acute illness, these animals may serve as 
reservoirs of infection for other animals.

Since the ELISA used for diagnosis of RHDV cross-
reacts with other known rabbit caliciviruses, non-
pathogenic caliciviruses may also be detected by this 
assay. These cross-reacting antibodies from exposure 
to other caliciviruses are not protective, however, 
against RHDV. 

Prevention and Treatment 
In some countries, a vaccine against RHDV is available. 
It does protect against infection, but its use in a 
research setting is not advised. Research colony health 
monitoring generally relies on negative serology results 
for its value. Regular serologic testing of resident 
animals and quarantine of incoming animals is advised. 
If a rabbit calicivirus infection is diagnosed, measures 
should be taken to prevent its propagation via material 
or contacts between animals. The persistence and 
stability of caliciviruses in the environment should 
be a primary consideration. Aggressive chemical 
decontamination with the help of detergents and 
oxidizing disinfectants is advised, as well as autoclaving 
or cold sterilization of materials in direct contact with 
animals. 

Appropriate measures for the treatment of infected 
colonies will depend on their value and the possibility 
of replacing them. In general, total depopulation, 
thorough cleaning of all aspects of the animal room, 
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and restocking are recommended. Hysterectomy 
rederivation and embryo transfer should be successful in 
eradication of rabbit caliciviruses, but animals may not 
survive the initial infection long enough for these options 
to be useful. Staff who work in the animal houses must 
not have contact with wild rabbits, especially in rabbit 
calicivirus endemic areas. 
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