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West Nile Virus in Europe 
29 August 2024  

 

Disease Report 

West Nile Virus (WNV) emerged for the first time in Germany in August 2018 and the virus 
appears to be maintaining itself within the region through overwintering in mosquitos 
(Ziegler et al. 2020), with outbreaks recurring in subsequent summers. The previous WNV 
outbreak assessment on 24 August 2023 is available to view along with previous outbreak 
assessments. In the summer of 2024, WNV has been reported in humans, birds and 
horses in new regions, including in western and northern Germany and central Poland.  

In the 2024 season, from April 2024 to date, outbreaks of WNV have occurred in France, 
Germany, Austria and Poland. This year is the first time Poland has reported WNV, with 
the disease affecting 5 birds in a population of corvids in Warsaw at the end of July.  

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/animal-diseases-international-monitoring
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/animal-diseases-international-monitoring
https://polishnews.co.uk/west-nile-virus-kills-birds-in-warsaw-who-is-at-risk-what-are-the-symptoms/
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The earliest outbreak among both birds and horses was on 2 April 2024 in a horse in 
Nouvelle-Aquitaine, France. This location is known to have had cases of the WNV 
annually since 2022. In Greece, studies have found adult mosquitoes of Culex sp., a 
species capable of transmitting WNV,during the winter period suggesting climate change 
and warmer winters have enabled an extended mosquito season (Balatsos et al.,2024).  

Situation Assessment 

West Nile Virus (WNV), is a vector -borne Flavivirus disease that causes encephalitis in 
species affected, predominately birds and equids. The virus circulates between Culex 
species of mosquitoes and both wild and captive birds. Humans and horses can be 
infected by being bitten by infected mosquitoes and are incidental dead-end hosts. As 
dead-end hosts, they show clinical signs of disease but do not transmit to others. The 
cycle of transmission occurs annually, usually from mid-June to mid-November (Sambri et 
al., 2013). 

In the 2024 season, outbreaks have been reported in equids in France (4), Spain (6) and 
Italy (1) (ECDC 2024) and in Germany and Austria (WOAH). Outbreaks of WNV in wild 
and captive birds this season have occurred in Italy (8), Germany (2) (ECDC 2024), 
Austria, and Poland (WOAH). 

In Germany, since the last report 37 outbreaks of WNV have been reported. A total of 14 
outbreaks in equids and birds has been reported in 2024 alone. In equids, 14 outbreaks 
were reported at the end of the season of 2023 and 6 outbreaks have occurred in equids 
currently in the 2024 season. It is of note that 2 equine cases of the 14 reported between 
August 2023 and April 2024, one was located near to Hamburg and the other in north west 
Germany close to the border with the Netherlands outside of the associated area in the 
north east of Germany, where cases are regularly seen. There have been 7 reports in 
captive birds held at zoos since the last update and 10 outbreaks in wild birds.  To date in 
2024, there have been 3 reports in captive birds and 4 reports in wild birds. Predominately, 
cases continue to occur in northeast Germany with a cluster located in Berlin. 

In Austria, 19 outbreaks have been confirmed since the last update. Of these 19 cases, 9 
outbreaks have been confirmed in equids and 8 cases in wildlife, predominately corvids 
and one report in a captive bird. In early October 2023, they had one report of WNV in a 
wild Eurasian Eagle Owl (Bubo Bubo) Predominately, these cases have been located near 
to Bratislava. 

In France, there are two regions were WNV has been regularly occurring in recent years, 
Nouvelle-Aquitaine and Provence-Alpes-Cote d’Azur. Since the last report in 2023, 51 
outbreaks have been reported in equids in this area. In April 2024, 1 equine case was 
confirmed in Nouvelle-Aquitaine and 2 cases have been confirmed in horses in Provence-
Alpes-Cote D’Azur in July 2024. In late 2023, two cases in wild birds were reported in 
Nouvelle-Aquitaine but to date no further cases have been reported in birds in 2024.  
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Greece also reported a case that occurred at the end of the last season in an unknown 
wild Pelican (Pelecanidae) in Central Macedonia. 

It is possible that WNV enters the UK through WNV-Infected wild birds from Europe 
sporadically. In Autumn, large numbers of thrushes (including Fieldfare (Turdus pilaris) 
and Redwing (Turdus iliacus)) migrate from Scandinavia to the UK, together with other 
passerines from north-eastern Europe. Direct bird-to-bird transmission of WNV does not 
occur, so the likelihood of a WNV-infected wild bird requires birds to stop off in northern 
Germany or western France and being bitten by infected mosquitoes to transmit the virus. 
34 native species of mosquitos are present within the UK of which 9 are capable of 
transmitting WNV from wild birds (Vaux et al. 2014), and established populations of Culex 
modestus are documented in southern England (Phipps et al. 2018; Cull, et al., 2016), but 
it should be noted that mosquito activity declines from October onwards. Currently, 
modelling suggests that UK temperatures are too low to enable replication of the virus, but 
global environmental changes are likely to change risk of prevalence in the future (Ewing 
et al., 2021). 

Hence, the number of WNV transmission events within the UK may be restricted because 
there needs to be synchrony between WNV entering the UK in migratory birds and high 
UK mosquito abundance, for onward transmission to the UK birds and equines. This 
situation continues to be monitored by annual surveillance carried out by UK Health 
Security Agency (UKHSA). Populations of mosquitoes in wetland areas where migratory 
birds are likely to have large migration groups and local equids are present are the most 
likely to be at-risk of exposure to WNV infection if it were to be introduced into the area 
(Vaux et al. 2014).  

Taking into account both the lack of synchrony, with migrant birds from Germany arriving 
in the UK in October when the UK mosquito abundance is falling, together with the large 
number of pathway steps required for infecting a horse in the UK (namely infection of 
migrant passerine in Germany, migration of passerine to UK, infection of UK mosquito), 
and the relatively small number of WNV cases in birds in Germany, it is considered that 
the risk of autochthonous infection of an equine in the UK through entry of WNV in wild 
birds in the summer is negligible.  

Conclusion 

The risk of autochthonous WNV transmission to horses in the UK as a result of the 
recurrence of WNV in birds and horses in Germany and France is currently (August 2024) 
considered to be negligible. However, there is uncertainty around the ongoing WNV 
situation in both countries, and the sensitivity of wild bird surveillance across Europe.  

While passerines in Europe have been reported as infected with WNV, other species such 
as waders which arrive earlier in the autumn may need more consideration as potential 
routes of entry to the UK. However, very few wild birds migrate from north-east or central 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/mosquitoes-how-to-report
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Europe to the UK in the summer months when both mosquito numbers peak and the WNV 
vector transmission season has started (ECDC 2019). 

The majority of infected horses will not show any clinical signs, but some horses may 
develop a fever and rarely central nervous signs, such as tremors, staggering and 
ultimately, death. All causes of equine viral encephalo-myelitis are notifiable in horses and 
suspicion of disease must be reported to APHA.  

The movement of WNV-infected people or horses would not be a risk pathway for 
establishing disease in the UK in terms of mosquito transmission, although it should be 
emphasised that disease in humans can result from exposure to equine tissues at 
necropsy (Venter et al. 2010).  

We would like to remind veterinarians and operators of equine establishments of the 
requirement to report suspect disease to APHA and that there is a “testing to exclude” 
programme to rule out infection in horses showing clinical signs where there is a low 
suspicion of WNV as a differential diagnosis. Veterinarians should discuss this option with 
APHA. (https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/animal-and-plant-health-
agency/about/access-and-opening ). 

We will continue to monitor the situation.  
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