
 

  
 

 

Hamburg, Berlin and Aachen, July 2021 
 

Study project "Diagnostic and epidemiological studies on 
human encephalitis caused by Borna disease virus (BoDV-1)". 

 
Dear colleagues, 

 
With this letter we would like to inform you as members of our registry DeRegCOVID and our research 
network DEFEAT PANDEMIcs about a new joint study project. This represents a close cooperation with 
RKI and BNITM and is a perfect example of the possible perspective fields of application of our network 
projects beyond COVID-19. 

Since 2018, human infections with the classic Borna disease virus (Borna disease virus 1; BoDV-1) 
have increased. These are severe and mostly lethal encephalitides. The number of cases is now more 
than 30. Since March 2020, there is a reporting requirement under the IfSG for direct pathogen 
detection from tissue samples of the CNS and cerebrospinal fluid. 

BoDV-1 occurs naturally in the bicolored shrew (Crocidura leucodon) in endemic areas of Bavaria, 
Baden-Württemberg (northeast), Saxony-Anhalt, Saxony (west), and Thuringia, but also in parts of 
Austria, Liechtenstein, and Switzerland. The virus has long been known to cause Borna's disease in 
horses and sheep in these areas. 

Within the framework of the study project, we would like to examine unclear encephalitides 
diagnostically for a Borna disease virus etiology and are looking for sample material from deceased 
persons with unclear acute encephalitides (brain tissue as FFPE material and/or native, if available, 
CSF and serum). This material can be sent to the Bernhard Nocht Institute for Tropical Medicine 
(BNITM) in Hamburg for analysis for borna disease virus at the institute’s own expense. Diagnostic 
methods are available, such as PCR from CSF and brain tissue (biopsies, autopsy material), 
immunohistochemistry and in situ hybridizations (biopsies, autopsy material), antibody detection by 
immunofluorescence, Western blot and ELISA (serum and CSF). In addition, extended metagenomic 
analysis ("next-generation sequencing") can be used to look for other (viral) pathogens. You will then 
receive a diagnostic result. Furthermore, in positive cases, the factors associated with Borna disease  
virus infections in humans are surveyed epidemiologically. The frequency of this disease, modes of 
transmission, pathogenesis and any risk factors are so far unknown in humans, as is a possible 
therapeutic option. 

In case of a positive test result for Borna disease virus, we will provide you with an information and 
consent letter for patients and relatives to participate in the epidemiological part of the study. The 
Robert Koch Institute will undertake data collection from patients or relatives by means of a 
standardized questionnaire. We rely on your assistance to contact the treating physicians. For the 
retrospective testing and the epidemiological evaluations, an ethics application has been submitted to 
the Ethics Committee of the Ärztekammer Hamburg. The Robert Koch Institute has drawn up a data 
protection concept for the epidemiological investigations. 
 
We would be pleased if you support the project. You can find more information here: 
 
ECDC Rapid Risk Assessment: https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/09-03-2018-RRA-
Borna%20disease%20virus-Germany.pdf  
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The cooperation is of course on a voluntary basis and in the context of scientific cooperation and 
participation in planned publications. 

If you have any further questions, please feel free to contact us at any time at 
 
▪ Prof. Dennis Tappe, MD, BNITM (tappe@bnitm.de; phone 040-42818-499) or 
▪ Kirsten Pörtner, MD, RKI (PoertnerK@rki.de; bornavirus-epidemiologie@rki.de;  phone 030-

18754-3942) and 
▪ PD Dr. med. vet. Hendrik Wilking, RKI (WilkingH@rki.de; bornavirus-epidemiologie@rki.de; 

phone 030-18754-3121). 
 

Yours sincerely  

Peter Boor 

Dennis Tappe 

Kirsten Pörtner 

Hendrik Wilking 
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