
 

Outbreak of insect-borne illness in South
America linked with fatalities—as first-ever
cases confirmed in Europe
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Health officials have issued a warning to travelers after 19 cases of the
insect-borne illness Oropouche virus were confirmed for the first time
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ever in Europe. Those who had tested positive for the virus had recently
returned from holiday in Cuba and Brazil.

Parts of South America and Cuba are currently in the midst of an
ongoing outbreak of Oropouche virus, with cases many times higher than
normal. The first ever deaths from Oropouche virus were also confirmed
recently in Brazil, adding to concerns about the current outbreak.

Oropouche virus is an arthropod-borne virus—meaning it's transmitted
to humans if they're bitten by infected midges or mosquitoes. It's the 
most prevalent arthropod-borne viral disease in South America—after 
dengue virus.

The virus was first discovered in 1955 in a forest worker who had
contracted it working near the Oropouche river in Trinidad and Tobago.
The first large outbreak was reported in the 1960s in Belém, Brazil,
where 11,000 cases were recorded.

Since then, repeated outbreaks of Oropouche virus have occurred. It's
estimated that more than half a million people have been infected by
Oropouche virus since it was first detected. Outbreaks have mainly
occurred in tropical areas of South America, Central America and the
Caribbean (though mainly in the Amazon region of Brazil and Peru).

Oropouche virus is transmitted to humans primarily through the bite of
infected midges or mosquitoes—typically those found in forested areas
and around water bodies. Transmission usually happens in the daytime,
especially during sunrise and sunset.

Symptoms of Oropouche virus disease are quite similar to the
flu—causing an abrupt fever, headache, dizziness, chills, muscle aches
and pain and sensitivity to light. These symptoms usually last 2-5 days
after being bitten by the infected insect. Most people recover without
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https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laninf/article/PIIS1473-3099(24)00516-4/fulltext#:~:text=On%20July%2025%2C%20two%20deaths,did%20not%20have%20any%20comorbidity.
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41541-022-00456-2#:~:text=Oropouche%20virus%20%28OROV%29%20is%20an%20arthropod-borne%20orthobunyavirus%20found,arthropod-borne%20viral%20disease%20in%20South%20America%20after%20dengue
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/viral+disease/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/dengue+virus/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5923469/
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https://www.who.int/emergencies/disease-outbreak-news/item/03-june-2016-oropouche-peru-en
https://www.who.int/emergencies/disease-outbreak-news/item/2024-DON521
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/water+bodies/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/medicine-and-dentistry/oropouche-virus


 

long-term effects, but symptoms can recur if you return to strenuous
activities too soon after being ill.

Unfortunately, there are no specific antiviral treatments for Oropouche
virus disease—though patients can be given pain relief and re-hydration
treatments to manage symptoms.

Although Oropouche virus is typically not fatal, it can cause serious
complications—such as encephalitis and meningitis. Two young
Brazilian women recently died as a result of Oropouche virus, due to the
sudden onset of symptoms which led to hemorrhaging.

The virus may also be connected to a spate of miscarriages, still birth
and birth defects in Brazil.

Rising cases

Between January and mid-July of this year, there has been a sharp 
increase in Oropouche virus infections in the Americas—with more than
8,000 confirmed cases.

Over 7,000 of these cases have been in Brazil. This is a significant jump
from the 832 cases reported there last year. Not only is the spike in cases
so alarming, it's concerning that the virus has directly caused two deaths
for the first time ever. It's also worrying that outbreaks are being
reported in areas where Oropouche virus has not previously been
detected.

It's not entirely clear just yet why Oropouche virus cases are so high this
year. Climate change may be one factor, as higher temperatures in the
region speed the maturation of insects. Flooding also creates more
standing water, which is a perfect environment for insects to reproduce.
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Other factors potentially contributing to the rise of Oropouche virus
include deforestation (displaces mosquitoes, causing them to feed on
humans instead of animals) and increased movement of people across
the continent between forested and urban areas.

Mutations can also impact the virus' ability to infect, cause disease,
spread and evade the immune system. Preliminary evidence shows that 
mutations and genetic changes in the virus's genome might underlie the
current outbreak.

Despite the enormous threat Oropouche virus poses to public health,
there are currently no licensed vaccines to prevent the disease. So the
best way to protect yourself from Oropouche virus disease is to avoid
being bitten by insects in areas where the virus is present—particularly
in South America, Central America and the Caribbean.

The best way to avoid insect bites is to use insect repellent. Look for
products that contain picaridin and diethyltoluamide (DEET). Aim to
apply a thin, even layer of repellent to exposed skin—and reapply
regularly as required, especially after swimming or if you've gotten very
sweaty. Repellent should be applied over sunscreen.

Alongside repellent, you can also wear long clothing that covers your
arms and legs, and cover doors and screens when indoors so mosquitoes
can't get in. Fans may also help blow insects away. You should also be
sure to get rid of any food waste, dead leaves and water reservoirs
around your home to reduce spots where female insects can lay their
eggs.

The likelihood of the spread of Oropouche virus in the UK and Europe
is considered very low, despite imported cases being confirmed. This is
because the virus is spread from insect to human—and no instances of
human-to-human transmission have been reported to date.
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Travelers to areas where outbreaks happen often (such as Brazil) should
be extra vigilant and take precautions to avoid contracting the virus.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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