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Electron microscopy of the 2002 Norovirus epidemic in the republic of Ireland.

Patrick Costigan, National Virus Reference Laboratory, UCD, Dublin 4, Ireland 
During 2002 there was an unprecedented increase in outbreaks of acute viral gastroenteritis among patients and staff of hospitals, nursing homes and various other care-centers throughout Ireland. The extent and distribution of outbreaks were of epidemic proportions with corresponding, unprecedented, countrywide demand on our electron microscopy (EM) service. A molecular based testing system was introduced in 2003 as a new front line screening test. Currently our EM service is run independently but also acts as a support service to our RT-PCR diagnostic system for Norovirus.

During 2002, EM identified the causative agent associated with the majority of these outbreaks to be a small round structured virus (SRSV) of Norwalk-like virus morphology (NLV) which is currently known as Norovirus. Norovirus is a member of a group of enteric viruses that have been associated with acute gastroenteritis outbreaks in nursing homes and hospitals worldwide. The virus is highly transmissible and the associated projectile vomiting aggravates and frustrates environmental control and containment measures. The typical NLV infection presents as a Flu-like illness but is characterised by this extremely acute attack of vomiting which can be projectile and uncontrollable with no prodrome.

Because of the large numbers of people infected in 2002 we hope to present some interesting findings and indicate the many lessons learnt. 
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