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Introduction

Equine hepacivirus (EqHV), the closest known genetic

homologue of hepatitis C virus (HCV), has been

associated with clinical hepatitis in horses and an

influence on athletic performance cannot be excluded.

A robust, immunocompetent animal model is lacking in

HCV vaccine development. Therefore, investigation of

hepacivirus host/pathogen interactions and induction of

a protective immune response could benefit horses and

humans alike.

Methods

Test ponies (n=4) were vaccinated with EqHV E2

recombinant protein and adjuvant. Control ponies (n=2)

received adjuvant only. Prime-boost vaccinations were

administered four weeks apart (day -56 & day -28).

Intravenous inoculation of all ponies, using EqHV-

positive donor plasma, was performed four weeks after

the booster vaccination (day 0). Total E2

immunoglobulins (Igs), serum EqHV qPCR-status and

liver-associated serum biochemistry parameters were

monitored

weekly,

until week

16 (day

112)

following

viral

inoculation.
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Results

Three of the four test ponies (75%) had an early E2 Ig-

response following the booster vaccination, prior to viral

inoculation. E2 Igs were detected in all ponies following

viral inoculation, until 13 to 14 weeks post-inoculation.

Although the early E2 Ig-response was not protective

against EqHV-infection, the three responders showed

lower peak viraemia and earlier clearance of the EqHV

infection. Peak increases in liver-associated enzymes,

and the return of these parameters to within reference

ranges, occurred earlier in the three responders.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the E2 Ig-response to an EqHV E2

recombinant protein vaccine potentially played a role in

accelerated viral clearance and recovery following EqHV

infection. Isotyping of the E2 Igs will shed further light on

the dynamics of the E2 Ig-response. The roles of other

components of the immune response, including cell-

mediated immunity and neutralizing antibodies, remain to

be investigated.


