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Echinococcus multilocularis, a causative agent of alveolar
hydatidosis, is becoming a serious problem in Hokkaido,
the northernmost island of Japan (1,2). E. multilocularis is
maintained among its definitive hosts, such as red foxes,
Vulpes vulpes shrencki, and dogs, and its intermediate host,
wild voles such as Clethrionomys rufocanus bedfordiae, in
Hokkaido. The average infection rate of E. multilocularis in
the red foxes of Hokkaido has gradually increased by nearly
40% (1). This situation has made the people in the endemic
areas anxious and raised the possibility of the spread of E.
multilocularis from Hokkaido to Honshu, mainland Japan.
Extensive epidemiological surveys have been conducted on
definitive and intermediate wild or domestic hosts for years
in Aomori Prefecture in Honshu directly connected to
Hokkaido and in its neighbors. However, no convincing
evidence of the infection among wild animals was obtained
(3). Though three pigs raised in Aomori were found infected
during meat inspection in 1999 (3,4), it is not obvious where
and how those pigs were infected (4).

A red fox from Hokkaido was brought to a taxidermist in
Hirosaki, Aomori, in Honshu on November 23, 2000. This
fox was shot at Nemuro, eastern Hokkaido, one of the most
endemic areas of the disease. The hunters brought the fox to
a taxidermist who skinned it and sent the rest of the body to
our laboratory for the examination of parasites. Having been
informed that the fox was introduced from Hokkaido, we
handled the specimens under conditions avoiding the spread

of E. multilocularis eggs. We found approximately 8,000
mature E. multilocularis in the intestine. Trematode species,
Alaria alata, was also found.

The taxidermist and the hunters involved in the hunting
who had a long history of deer hunting in Hokkaido were
examined for antibody against alveolar hydatid by ELISA.
All were negative in the test.

Hokkaido Island and Aomori are separated by a sea strait,
the Tsugaru Channel. Fifteen years ago, however, a tunnel of
approximately 50 km long connecting both land areas was
constructed. Recently, wild foxes, Vulpes vulpes, similar to
the red fox of Hokkaido, were observed around the tunnel’s
exit on the Honshu side. This issue makes us to speculate on
the possibility that the red fox might have passed through
the tunnel from Hokkaido to Aomori. Furthermore, infected
dogs were once introduced to Honshu from Hokkaido (5).
Therefore, the present case showed high possibility of the
dissemination of E. multilocularis by the movement of
definitive hosts, dead or alive (6). A network of hunters,
taxidermists, and the public health department may help
prevent the spread of E. multilocularis from Hokkaido to
mainland Japan.
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