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Europe at risk from spread of tropical insect-borne

diseases

Scientists warn of danger from dengue fever in hotter, wetter climate in northern
latitudes

Robin McKie Science editor
Sun 14 Apr 2019 06.59 BST

Insect-borne diseases such as dengue fever, leishmaniasis and encephalitis are on the rise
and are now threatening to spread into many areas of Europe, scientists have warned.

Outbreaks of these illnesses are increasing because of climate change and the expansion of
international travel and trade, the European Congress of Clinical Microbiology and
Infectious Diseases was told in Amsterdam on Saturday.

Even previously unaffected areas in higher latitudes and altitudes, including some parts of
northern Europe, are at risk of outbreaks unless action is taken to improve surveillance and
data sharing, the researchers said.

“Climate change is not the only, or even the main, factor driving the increase in vector-
borne diseases across Europe, but it is one of many factors alongside globalisation,
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socioeconomic development, urbanisation and widespread changes to land use which need
to be addressed to limit the importation and spread,” said the lead author Professor Jan
Semenza, of the European Centre for
Disease Prevention and Control in
Stockholm.

This point was backed by Giovanni Rezza, of
the Istituto Superiore di Sanita in Rome.
“Lessons from recent outbreaks of the West
Nile virus in North America and the
chikungunya virus in the Caribbean and
Italy highlight the importance of assessing
future vector-borne disease risks,” he said.

Global warming has allowed mosquitoes,
ticks and other disease-carrying insects to
proliferate, adapt to different seasons and
invade new territories across Europe over
the past decade, with accompanying
outbreaks of dengue in France and Croatia,
malaria in Greece, West Nile fever in south-
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France.

Worryingly, the authors said, this might only be the tip of the iceberg. “Mediterranean
Europe is now a part-time tropical region, where competent vectors like the tiger mosquito
are already established,” added Rezza. And in future, hotter and wetter weather could
provide ideal conditions for the Asian tiger mosquito, which spreads the viruses that cause
dengue and chikungunya, to breed and expand across large parts of Europe, including the
south and east of the UK and central Europe.

Previously dengue transmission was largely confined to tropical and subtropical regions
because freezing temperatures kill the mosquito’s larvae and eggs, but longer hot seasons
could enable the Asian tiger mosquito to survive and spread across much of Europe within
decades, the researchers warned.

“Given the ongoing spread of invasive mosquitoes and other vectors across Europe, we must
anticipate outbreaks and move to intervene early,” added Semenza.

“Public health agencies need to improve surveillance, for example through early warning
systems, and increased awareness of the potential risks among healthcare workers and the
general public.”

At this critical time...

... we can’t turn away from climate change. For The Guardian, reporting on the environment
is a priority. We give climate, nature and pollution stories the prominence they deserve,
stories which often go unreported by others in the mainstream media. At this critical time
for our species and our planet, we are determined to inform readers about threats,
consequences and solutions based on scientific facts, not political prejudice or business
interests. But we need your support to grow our coverage, to travel to the remote frontlines
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of change and to cover vital conferences that affect us all.

More people are reading and supporting our independent, investigative reporting than ever
before. And unlike many news organisations, we have chosen an approach that allows us to
keep our journalism accessible to all, regardless of where they live or what they can afford.

The Guardian is editorially independent, meaning we set our own agenda. Our journalism is
free from commercial bias and not influenced by billionaire owners, politicians or
shareholders. No one edits our editor. No one steers our opinion. This is important as it
enables us to give a voice to those less heard, challenge the powerful and hold them to
account. It’s what makes us different to so many others in the media, at a time when factual,
honest reporting is critical.

Every contribution we receive from readers like you, big or small, goes directly into funding
our journalism. This support enables us to keep working as we do - but we must maintain
and build on it for every year to come. Support The Guardian from as little as $1 - and it only
takes a minute. Thank you.
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