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Variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease

Containment of an emerging disease
with a long incubation period

More than two decades ago, the sudden emergence of
a variant Creutzfeld-Jakob disease and the finding of its
association with BSE in cattle, caught the attention of
scientists, public health experts, politicians and general
public alike. The deadly outcome of the disease, its long
incubation period and uncertainty about the causative agent
generated concerns and fuelled a media hype. Symptoms
of vCJD develop only many years after the infection, and
diagnosis can be confirmed merely once the patient has died.
As soon as evidence of the transmission patterns of this prion
disease was available, stringent European Union (EU)-wide
control measures were implemented to prevent the spread of
the disease through the food chain.

Long-term surveillance data have meanwhile proven that
containment of an emerging disease with a long incubation
period through rigorous measures is possible and vCJD has
now become a success story on how to control a transmissible
disease with a complex epidemiology. Consequently, focus
has changed from strengthened surveillance to intensive
public health research. The second Eurosurveillance scientific
seminar aims to highlight this shift from public health
emergency to public health research and to demonstrate
the value of the implemented control measures and discuss
lessons learnt.
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