
283Vet. Res. 35 (2004) 283–290
© INRA, EDP Sciences, 2004
DOI: 10.1051/vetres:2004010

Original article

Finding of Neospora caninum in the wild brown rat 
(Rattus norvegicus)

Chiu-Chen HUANGa, Chen-Hsiung YANGb, Yuko WATANABEa, 
Yung-Kung LIAOc, Hong-Kean OOIa*

a Department of Veterinary Medicine, National Chung Hsing University, 
250 Kuo Kuang Road, Taichung, Taiwan

b Livestock Disease Control of Taichung County, Taiwan
c Bureau of Animal and Plant Health Inspection and Quarantine, Taiwan

(Received 15 July 2003; accepted 15 December 2003)

Abstract – Nine rats (16.4%) out of 55 (Rattus norvegicus) from cattle farms were seropositive to
Neospora caninum. Two of the seropositive rats were also PCR positive but all were negative by
immunohistochemistry and PAS staining. The brains of all the captured rats were homogenized and
initially inoculated intraperitoneally into nude mice or into SPF ICR mice, which had been
immunosuppressed with prednisolone. One mouse that was inoculated with brain material from a
seropositive rat became infected with N. caninum, as demonstrated by the presence of a tissue cyst
in the brain and confirmed by immunohistochemistry and PCR. This is the first finding of N.
caninum in naturally infected farm rats. The findings show that natural N. caninum infection occurs
in wild brown rats and thus rats may serve as a reservoir for the protozoan on the cattle farm.

Neospora caninum / rat / cattle farm / natural infection

1. INTRODUCTION

Neospora caninum is known to cause
neuromuscular paralysis in dogs and cattle,
and also abortion or stillbirth in cattle,
sheep, goats, horses and deer [3]. It has been
reported in the United States [5], Australia
[15], many European countries [2, 14, 18],
and Asian countries such as Japan [12],
Korea [7], Taiwan [13], Thailand [6] and
Vietnam [4]. 

Since the great economic loss brought
about by N. caninum is through the mid-
term abortion of cattle, complete elucida-
tion of the life cycle of this protozoan is
deemed important. Besides the presence of

infected cattle and dogs, we asked the ques-
tion if there are any other animals in the cat-
tle farm scene that might play a role in the
maintenance of N. caninum in the nature.
One obvious animal that is present on most
cattle farms is the wild rodent. Although
there are no reports of naturally occurring
neosporosis in rodents, experimental infec-
tion of N. caninum in rats has been demon-
strated [8]. Experimentally infected rats
have also been shown to produce IgG
against the protozoan [16]. This provides
the basis for our seroprevalence study of
naturally infected rats. We investigated the
possibility that these rodents might be spon-
taneously infected with N. caninum and
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thus serve as a reservoir host as well as an
indicator host for this protozoan on the cat-
tle farm, by examination of seroprevalence,
a histopathological observation, direct detec-
tion of the parasite DNA in brain tissues
using PCR and indirect detection by inoc-
ulating the wild rat brain homogenates into
SPF mice.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1. Wild rodents 

A total of 55 rats, all identified as Rattus
norvegicus, were captured using single cage
traps on six cattle farms, of which five were
dairy and one was beef cattle farms. Four of
the dairy farms and the beef cattle farm
were located in Taichung County, Central
Taiwan and one dairy cattle farm in Pin-
tung County, Southern Taiwan, respec-
tively. All the dairy cattle farms had a history
of neosporosis-associated bovine abortion.
The captured rats were killed with an over-
dose of ethyl ether anesthesia and necropsy
was performed on them. For each captured
rat, half of their brains, heart, lung, liver,
spleen, pancreas, kidney, intestine and skin
were fixed in formalin for histology. The
other halves of the rat brains were homog-
enized for both intraperitoneal inoculation
into nude mice or into SPF ICR mice and
also for detection of the protozoan DNA by
PCR. Their sera were collected and stored
at –20 °C until use. 

2.2. Laboratory mice

Six-week-old athymic nude mice (BALB/
cByJ-nu) and four-week-old SPF ICR mice
were purchased from the National Labora-
tory Animal Breeding and Research Center,
Taipei, Taiwan. The animals were housed
in autoclaved cages and bedding, and were
fed an autoclaved rodent diet (Lab Diet®,
Castom Laboratory Animal Nutrition Prod-
ucts Contact) and autoclaved water, ad
libitum. The ICR mice were injected sub-

cutaneously with prednisolone succinate
(Lyo-Donison, China Chemical & Phar-
maceutical, Hsinchu, Taiwan) at 3 mg/
mouse/time, 6 and 3 days before the inoc-
ulation of the rat brain homogenate.

2.3. Detection of antibodies 
to N. caninum

Screening for antibodies against N. cani-
num in captured rat sera was carried out
by the indirect fluorescence antibody test
(IFAT) using tachyzoite antigen commer-
cially obtained from Kyoto Biken, Uji-shi,
Kyoto, Japan. The sera were screened at
1:50 dilution. For secondary antibody,
FITC (fluorescein isothiocyanate)-conju-
gated affinity purified goat anti-rat IgG,
obtained from Jackson ImmunoResearch
Laboratories (West Grove, PA, USA) was
used. The immunostained tachyzoites were
observed under ultraviolet light with a flu-
orescence microscope. Diffused or periph-
eral staining of the tachyzoites was consid-
ered positive. Apical or polar staining of the
tachyzoites was considered negative. Rat
sera that were found to be positive at a 1:50
dilution were further checked for their anti-
body titer up to a 1:200 dilution.

2.4. Detection of antibodies to T. gondii 

Screening for antibodies to T. gondii in
captured rat sera was checked by using the
commercially available latex agglutination
test (Toxocheck-MT, Eiken Chemical,
Tokyo, Japan). Briefly, 5 µL of test sera
were added to 35 µL of dilution buffer,
which contained 1% choline chloride, as
supplied by the manufacturer. The diluted
sera were then diluted two fold in a 96-well
microplate. A 1:16–1:2048 dilution was
made. T. gondii antigen-coated latex parti-
cle suspension (25 µL) was added to each
well and the agglutination in the microplate
well was observed overnight. Agglutina-
tion of latex particles after reacting with a
serum titer of 1:64 or above was considered
as positive.
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2.5. Demonstration of N. caninum
 from captured wild rats

For the inoculation of each sample into
two mice, halves of the brain of the serop-
ositive rats were homogenized in 10 mL
PBS and then inoculated intraperitoneally
at a dose of 1 mL/time/mouse/2 days for
three times into SPF ICR mice that had been
immunosuppressed with prednisolone or
into male BALB/cByJ-nude mice. When
the inoculated ICR mice died, their brains
were homogenized and then were inocu-
lated intraperitoneally into nude mice. The
remaining 4 mL of the brain homogenate
was used for PCR. When the inoculated
ICR mice died, their brains were homoge-
nized and then were inoculated intraperitio-
neally into nude mice.

2.6. Histopathological observation 
and immunostaining of N. caninum 
tissue cyst

At necropsy, the brain, heart, lung, liver,
spleen, pancreas, kidney, intestine and skin
of the rats and mice were fixed in 10% PBS
buffered formalin solution. Tissue sections
were made using routine histological tech-
niques and 5 µm thick sections were pre-
pared. They were then stained with hema-
toxylin and eosin (H&E) and were examined
under a light microscope. The sections of
the mouse brain containing the cysts were
probed using N. caninum bovine positive
and negative control serum obtained from
Kyoto Biken at a 1:200 dilution, a dog pol-
yclonal antibody against N. caninum at a
1:50 dilution and a bovine polyclonal anti-
body against N. caninum at a 1:200 dilution.
These bovine and canine positive sera were
from naturally infected animals and had
been confirmed to be positive by IFAT as
described above in Section 2.3. All the
aforementioned N. caninum-antibody pos-
itive bovine and canine sera used were also
found to be negative for T. gondii antibody
as confirmed by the latex agglutination test
(Toxocheck-MT, Eiken Chemical, Tokyo,
Japan). Immunostaining of the histological

cyst were also carried out using T. gondii
antibody positive as well as negative bovine
serum at a 1:64 dilution as confirmed by the
latex agglutination test (Toxocheck-MT,
Eiken Chemical, Tokyo, Japan). Both the T.
gondii positive and negative sera were con-
firmed to be negative for N. caninum by
IFAT as described in section 2.3. FITC-
conjugated affinity purified goat anti-bovine
IgG and FITC-conjugated rabbit anti-dog
IgG obtained from Jackson ImmunoRe-
search Laboratories at 1:800 dilutions were
used as a secondary antibody to confirm the
presence of N. caninum.

2.7. Polymerase chain reaction (PCR) 
confirmation of N. caninum

Two different preparation methods for
PCR were used. A portion of the brain of the
wild rats as well as that of the rat brain-inoc-
ulated nude mice and of nude mice inocu-
lated with brains from SPF ICR mice were
homogenized in PBS followed by squeez-
ing three times through a 23-gauge needle.
The homogenate was then directly subject
to PCR reaction. Another portion of the
brain homogenate was layered onto a 35%
isotonic Percoll gradient followed by cen-
trifugation to isolate N. caninum tissue cysts
[11]. Parasite DNA was extracted using the
Blood & Tissue Genomic DNA Extraction
Miniprep System (Viogene®, Taipei, Tai-
wan). DNA was eluted with TE buffer
(0.01 M Tris base and 0.001 M EDTA). The
PCR assay was carried out as described by
Yamage et al. [19]. The primers used were
CAGTCAACCTACGTCTTCT (Np 6) and
GTGCGTCCAATCCTGTAAC (Np 21).
The condition of the PCR was 35 cycles
with denaturation (94 °C, 1 min), annealing
(50 °C, 1 min) and primer extension (72 °C,
1 min). DNA from N. caninum tachyzoites
used as a positive control in the PCR was
obtained from Kyoto Biken, Japan. Aliq-
uots of amplification products obtained in
the PCR test were analyzed by 2% agarose
gel electrophoresis followed by staining
with ethidium bromide and visualized under
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ultraviolet light. The bands were sequenced
in an ABI prism 377 DNA sequencer.

3. RESULTS

Nine (16.4%) out of the 55 farm rats
examined showed the presence of N. cani-
num antibodies as measured at a 1:50 dilu-
tion, while the rest of the 46 captured rats
were negative (Tab. I). Antibody titers to
N. caninum of the rat sera were found to be
generally low and their correlation to the

PCR results are shown in Table II. Only 3
out of 9 rats showed an antibody titer of
1:100. Five out of the 55 farm rats showed
antibody to T. gondii, with one of them also
being seropositive for N. caninum (Tab. II).
Many thick wall cysts of Sarcocystis sp.
were observed in the stomach sphincter
muscle of one of the wild rats (Fig. 1). This
rat was found to be seronegative for N. cani-
num as well as T. gondii antibody. Two of
the 55 brains of the captured wild rat
homogenates that were subjected to PCR
showed the specific amplification products
of 328 bp (Fig. 2). One of two N. caninum
positive brain homogenates had been proc-
essed for isolating N. caninum tissue cyst
using a 35% isotonic Percoll gradient but
not the other. The DNA sequence of the
amplicon showed 94% homology with the
gene of the N. caninum Austria 1 strain
when checked against the data of the gene
bank. No cyst was seen in the prepared tis-
sue sections of all the wild rats by histology
and PAS stain. 

Furthermore, despite that all the inocu-
lated mice were examined for N. caninum
by histology and PCR, only one cyst, with
a 1 µm thick wall in the brain of a nude
mouse was observed (Fig. 3a). That mouse
had been inoculated six months before, with
the brain of a prednisolone-treated ICR

Table I. Seroprevalence of N. caninum anti-
body in cattle farm rats.

Cattle farm N. caninum antibody positive 
wild rats / No. of rats examined 

on that farma (%)

A (Taichung) 0/7 (0)

B (Taichung) 0/4 (0)

C (Taichung) 0/1 (0)

D (Taichung) 0/2 (0)

E (Taichung) 1/16 (6.3)

F (Pintung) 8/25 (42.9)

Total 9/55 (16.4)

a Indirect fluorescence antibody test. Rat sera were
diluted to 1:50 for IgG detection.

Table II. Comparison of N. caninum and T. gondii serum titer of wild rats with the PCR result.

IFAT for N. caninuma Total

Seronegative (< 1:50) Seropositive

1:50 1:100

LA test for T. gondiib + – + – + –

PCR for N. caninum + 0 0 0 2 0 1c 3

– 4 42 1 (1:128)d 3 0 2 52

Total 4 42 1 5 0 3 55

a IFAT; Sera diluted to 1:50 and 1:100. Diffused fluorescence on tachyzoite considered positive.
b Latex agglutination test for T. gondii. Reciprocal serum titer of 1:64 or above considered positive. 
c Protozoan DNA detected in the mouse that was inoculated with the rat brain.
d LA test for T. gondii show reciprocal serum titer of 1:128.
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mouse, which was in turn previously inoc-
ulated with the brain of a captured wild rat.
The rat, whose brain was used in the inoc-
ulation of the prednisolone-treated ICR
mouse, showed an N. caninum antibody
titer of 1:100 by IFA but no antibodies to T.
gondii (< 1:16). The N. caninum positive
nude mouse was emaciated and depressed.
A histopathological lesion in its brain, such
as gliosis, was minimal. When the brain his-
tological section containing the cyst was
immunologically stained with an anti-
Neospora polyclonal antibody from either
the cattle, dog or the bovine positive control
serum obtained from Kyoto Biken (Fig. 3b),
immunofluorescence of the cyst was
observed. The cyst did not show any fluo-
rescence when stained with the anti-T. gon-
dii bovine serum that was positive for the
T. gondii antibody but negative for the N.
caninum antibody. Moreover, when the
brain was subjected to the PCR test, a spe-
cific amplicon of 328 bp, which was indic-
ative of N. caninum, was observed (data not
shown). The remaining mice brains were
negative by the PCR test.

Figure 1. A thick wall cyst of Sarcocystis sp. was observed in the stomach sphincter muscle of one
of the wild rats. H & E. stain. Bar = 50 µm.

Figure 2. PCR products of N. caninum from
the hemogenate of the brains of the two
captured wild rats. Lane M shows the 100 bp
marker ladder. Lane 1 shows the PCR product
from the brain homogenate of the farm rat.
Lane 2 shows the PCR product from the brain
of another rat that had been processed for N.
caninum tissue cysts using 35% isotonic
Percoll gradient. Lane P shows the positive
control derived from N. caninum tachyzoite.
Lane N shows the negative control from the
brain of uninfected SPF rats.
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4. DISCUSSION

In our study, nine (16.4%) out of the
55 farm rats examined showed the presence of
N. caninum antibodies. In the titration of the
rat IgG, we observed that the antibody titers
were generally very low, with six of the
seropositive rats showing only 1:50 anti-
body titers and three showing 1:100. These

antibody titers were much lower than those
reported (between 1:800 and 1:6400) in
France [16]. This discrepancy might be
because our rats were spontaneously infected
while those reported by others were exper-
imentally infected. In experimental infec-
tions, the number of the infesting protozoan
might be higher than that of natural infec-
tions. This might also help to explain why

Figure 3. N. caninum cyst in the brain of a nude mouse that was inoculated with the brain of a pred-
nisolone-treated ICR mouse six months before. The ICR mouse was inoculated with the brain of the
captured rat three months before sacrifice. H & E. stain (Bar = 10 µm). An immunofluorescence stain
using Neospora-specific bovine polyclonal antibody as the primary antibody and FITC-conjugated
goat anti-bovine IgG as the secondary antibody. Bar = 10 µm. 
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we could not find the protozoan in the his-
tological section of the rat brains.

Experimental infection of N. caninum in
nude mice has been reported by [17]. In that
report, only aggregates of N. caninum tach-
yzoites but not cysts were observed in the
nude mouse brain. In our study, we also
observed aggregates of tachyzoites but
enclosed in a cyst with a comparatively thin
1 µm thick cyst wall, in the brain of a nude
mouse. The difference between our sample
and that of the previously reported case is
that our nude mouse had been infected for
six months before necropsy while theirs only
for 2 to 4 months. This suggests the possi-
bility that it takes some time for N. caninum
to develop the typical cyst structure in the
brain of a nude mouse. In other animals,
N. caninum tissue cyst walls have been
reported to be up to 4 µm thick, presumably
depending upon how long the infection has
existed [3]. In most tissue cysts, the cyst
wall is 1 to 2 µm thick. Since the tissue cyst
wall in our study was not very conspicuous,
it might be difficult for a complete cyst wall
structure to develop in immunodeficient mice.

N. caninum is widely recognized as being
antigenically distinct from T. gondii [3].
One out of 9 rats seropositive for N. cani-
num and 4 out of 46 rats seronegative for
N. caninum were also found to contain anti-
body to T. gondii. This indicates that there
was no cross-reaction between N. caninum
and T. gondii among the rats. In our immu-
nostaining experiment, we demonstrated
that the observed cyst in the nude mouse
was indeed N. caninum because it was
stained positive by both bovine and canine
sera that had been shown to positively stain
the N. caninum tachyzoite but negative for
the T. gondii antibody. Furthermore, that
cyst was negative to the staining by canine
and bovine sera, which had been proven to
contain T. gondii antibody but not N. cani-
num antibody. Moreover, the serum of the
rat that was found to be infected with
Sarcocystis sp. did not react positively with
the N. caninum antigen. This shows the
remote possibility of antigenic cross reac-

tivity between N. caninum and Sarcocystis
sp. Experimental infection of Sarcocystis
neurona, S. muris and S. cruzi in rabbits has
also demonstrated that the animals did not
develop antibody titers to N. caninum in the
IFAT [3].

In the present study, we showed for the
first time that cattle farm rats can be natu-
rally infected with N. caninum, indicating
that the rodent host might help in maintain-
ing the life cycle of the protozoan on the
farm. Since the life cycle of N. caninum in
the nature has not been completely eluci-
dated, our finding implies that the wild rat
on the cattle farm can serve as a reservoir
host. These seropositive rats were caught in
farms with cattle that showed high sero-
prevalence against N. caninum (data not
presented). Many wild rats live on these cat-
tle farms and might feed on the contami-
nated food and water. When wild rats are
infected with N. caninum, they naturally
become a transmission source for other ani-
mals. The dog has been reported as a defin-
itive host of N. caninum [9, 10]. Infection
of N. caninum in farm dogs is thought to be
through the ingestion of aborted fetal mate-
rials that contain tachyzoites or cysts of the
protozoan. However, our finding of infected
rats on the cattle farm suggests that the dog
might also be infected through the ingestion
of wild rats. Besides controlling the farm
dog, it has been suggested that N. caninum
infected cattle should be culled to interupt
the life cycle of N. caninum on the cattle
farm [1]. The wisdom and effectiveness of
the culling measure will become question-
able because we reveal that the rodent can
become a source of N. caninum infection
for farm dogs or stray dogs that scavenge on
the cattle farm premises.

Many serologically positive cattle for
N. caninum had a history of abortion, indi-
cating that N. caninum is a major cause of
bovine abortion. Thus, ingestion of infected
rats by dogs can help maintain the life cycle
and contribute to the contamination of the
cattle farm. Besides the control of dogs,
rodent control in cattle farms should also
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be considered as a measure to prevent the
spread of infection.

Although this study demonstrates that
N. caninum could infect wild rats on the cat-
tle farm, it is still unknown how the rat really
becomes infected. One can conjecture that
the rats might probably be infected through
the ingestion of N. caninum oocysts shed
in the infected farm dog feces or by feeding
on aborted bovine fetuses or placenta that
might contain the tachyzoite or the cyst.
However, such speculation needs further
study. It is also suggested that a serological
survey of farm rats might reveal the extent
of the contamination of N. caninum on the
cattle farm.
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