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Parvovirus B19: an expanding spectrum of disease

Bernard Cohen

Parvoviruses are small round viruses with a single
stranded DNA genome that lack a lipid envelope
(fig 1). They are widespread, and in veterinary
medicine several are recognised as notable pathogens
causing a range of diseases that includes reproductive
failure. Animal parvoviruses are not, however, trans-
missible to humans, and pregnant women are not at
risk. The first human parvoviruses to be recognised
were adeno-associated viruses. These viruses replicate
only in the presence of a helper virus, a function
provided by adenoviruses or other large DNA viruses.
Antibodies to adenoviruses are found in human pop-
ulations, but the viruses are not pathogenic. They
cause latent infection by integrating into the human
chromosome and have attracted interest as potential
vectors for human gene therapy.

The virus

Parvovirus B19, the first known pathogenic human
parvovirus, was discovered by chance in healthy blood
donors being screened for hepatitis B.! The name
comes from the single isolate within a panel of hepatitis

Fig 1—Eleétrbﬁ niicfégrabh of B19 isblate showiné
morphology typical of a parvovirus (final magnification
x 157 000)
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Clinical presentations associated with
parvovirus B19 infection
Most common Rare
Asymptomatic infection Vasculitis
Erythema infectiosum Peripheral neuropathy
Acute arthritis Nephritis
Hydrops fetalis Myocarditis
Transient aplastic crisis
Prolonged anaemia in

immunocompromised

patients

sera in which the virus was discovered (panel B, serum
19). The virus’s biochemical and biophysical
properties put it into the family Parvoviridae, and
because of its tropism for red blood cells it has been
placed in the genus Erythrovirus, of which it is so far
the sole member. It may, however, be joined by a
simian parvovirus recently described in cynomolgus
monkeys, which shares many of the properties of B19
and which may also provide an animal model for
studies of B19 pathogenesis." We now know that the
virus’s tropism for red blood cells is mediated through
the erythrocyte P antigen (globoside).? This is almost
universally expressed on the surface of human erythro-
cytes and some other cell types. Rarely, individuals
lack P antigen and, remarkably, are not susceptible to
B19 infection.’

B19 was regarded at first as an “orphan” virus,
unlinked to any disease; but subsequently a range of
diseases caused by B19 infection has been described

(box).

Infection in children

The first indication that the B19 virus caused disease
in humans came from following up the viraemic donors
who had been identified by chance.*® They were found
to have had a non-specific febrile illness, sometimes
combined with a rubella-like rash. In addition, two
patients infected with B19 were reported to have had a
minor febrile illness.® The first disease to be definitely
linked with B19 infection, however, was the transient
aplastic crisis of sickle cell anaemia.” The B19 virus
was later shown to cause transient aplastic crisis in
patients with other inherited haemolytic conditions,
such as hereditary spherocytosis,® as well as acquired
forms of anaemia.’' Studies of the prevalence of
antibodies to the virus, however, showed that B19
infection was often acquired in childhood and that 60%
or more of adults in Britain are seropositive without
evidence of haematological disease." It therefore
seemed likely that B19 might cause a common child-
hood illness, and in 1983 the link was made with
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Jobanputra et al in this issue (p 1542) found that 6:7%

Summary points (20/297) of serum samples submitted by general

practitioners for rheumatoid factor tests were B19
positive on polymerase chain reaction.” Most of them
were also B19 IgM positive, indicating recent acute
infection. This serves to remind us that, although B19
is a common cause of acute arthropathy, it is not often
recognised.

B19 arthropathy usually resolves in a few weeks,
but 10% of women with B19 infection develop joint
symptoms lasting more than two months. In some
cases the symptoms persist for years. We do not yet
understand the pathogenesis of this chronic arthritis
as histologically the joint shows no inflammatory
response’* '* and evidence that B19 virus persists in the
synovium' has not been confirmed.” None the less,

® Infection with parvovirus B19 is common and is usually spread by the
respiratory route

" @ In immunocompetent individuals with normal red cells B19 infection is
benign and self limiting, usually presenting as erythema infectiosum (the
slapped cheeked syndrome) in children

® In adults, especially women, B19 infection is often complicated by acute
polyarthritis, which may persist in some cases

® Parvovirus B19 may also be transmitted across the placenta. Severe fetal
B19 infection may result in hydrops fetalis and fetal death

® Parvovirus B19 causes transient aplastic crisis in patients with chronic
haemolytic anaemia; such patients pose a risk of nosocomial transmission
of the virus

® Severe anaemia, prolonged or relapsing, may develop in immuno-

compromised patients infected with parvovirus B19. This can be treated Pain Swelling
with normal immunoglobulin 8p——— >
® Parvovirus B19 may be transmitted by blood components or blood
products 31%
2% ———> 4%
erythema infectiosum.'? This mild illness, otherwise 8%
known as fifth disease or the slapped cheek syndrome °
(fig 2), is often mistaken for rubella or another 50% 12%
exanthem. An accurate diagnosis is important for 2732 °
surveillance both of rubella and of measles. Fortu- 8%
nately, laboratory confirmation of erythema infect- 58% 19%

iosum, rubella, and measles is now possible with
salivary diagnosis.”> Outbreaks of erythema infect-
iosum in schools usually occur in winter or spring. In
Britain, April and May are the peak months, though
cases may be recorded in any month. A pattern is
emerging of two years of B19 epidemic followed by two
years of low incidence. In 1993 and 1994 large B19
epidemics occurred, so 1997 will see the next upsurge
of infection.

2%
62%—>
27% 7

N, 35%
<+54%
9%

69%{ }58%

Infection in adults

B19 infection is a benign, self limiting illness in
children, but in adults, especially women, it is often
complicated by acute arthritis (fig 3). Indeed, arthritis
without a rash is a common presentation of B19

Fig 3—Distribution of joint involvement expressed as
percentage of patients reporting pain or in whom joint
swelling was observed (adapted with permission from

©1989 AMA

Woolf AD et al, Arch Intern Med 1989,149:1153-6)

infection in adults. In a study of acute arthropathy in
adults, 19 of 24 cases attributed to infectious agents
were associated with parvovirus B19."* The study by

B19 infection should be considered in the differential
diagnosis of early onset rheumatoid arthritis as some
patients with B19 arthropathy fulfil the diagnostic
criteria for this disease."

Infection in pregnancy

The other important complication in women arises
during pregnancy. Although most women who have
had B19 infection in pregnancy deliver a healthy infant
at term, B19 may cross the placenta, infect the fetus,
and cause hydrops fetalis and fetal death. The fetus
seems to be most susceptible during the first and
second trimesters of pregnancy. The precise incidence
of B19 embryopathy is not known, but about 10% of
pregnancies complicated by B19 infection result in
fetal loss."” Pregnant women with asymptomatic B19
infection seem to be at greater risk than those reporting
a rash. The clinical management of fetal B19 infection
may include intrauterine blood transfusions. This
treatment has been controversial, but a study con-
ducted during the epidemic years of 1993 and 1994
found a higher rate of survival of fetuses that had had
transfusion compared with those that had not.* A
pregnancy does not need to be terminated when B19
infection occurs as no evidence exists of damage to
fetuses that survive infection and are born alive.

- A

Fig 2—Child with slapped cheek syndrome (published with
father’s permission)
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Infection in immunocompromised people

The clinical manifestations considered so far result
from the usually self limiting infection in those with
normal immune responses. However, in immuno-
compromised patients B19 can persist, causing severe
anaemia due to persistent destruction of red cell
precursors in the bone marrow. White cell and platelet
precursors may also be affected, and chronic bone
marrow failure has been described in an infant with
Nezelof syndrome, a rare combined immuno-
deficiency.” Persistent B19 infection has also been
recognised in children and adults with leukaemia,**
in transplant recipients,” and in people with HIV
infection.”® Infection in these groups of patients is
successfully treated with high doses of intravenous
immunoglobulin. Prompt recognition of persistent
B19 is important, not only because it can be treated in
the affected individual but also to prevent nosocomial
transmission to other compromised patients.*

Other manifestations of B19 infection

In addition to the features of B19 infection outlined
above, reports have linked B19 to several other
diseases. These include vasculitis,” peripheral
neuropathy® (numbness and tingling is sometimes a
feature of outbreaks of erythema infectiosum?®), and
myocarditis in infants® and in fetuses.” Recently
nephritis has been described in patients with B19
infection.” This might have been predicted as
extensive virus and antibody complexes form during
B19 infection. Reports of B19 infection in patients with
meningitis,”  encephalitis,* Kawasaki disease,”
hepatic dysfunction,® and heart failure” are less
convincing as diagnosis involves unreliable antibody
tests or uncontrolled polymerase chain reaction
assays that can give misleading results. Even if B19
infection is proved, the aetiological importance of
case reports should be confirmed by wider epidemi-
ological studies.

B19 and blood transfusion

Though B19 causes a range of diseases, 20% to 50%
of infections remain asymptomatic. The importance of
asymptomatic B19 among blood donors should be
considered. Its prevalence was initially estimated to be
low, with 1 in 40000 donors being viraemic.*® More
sensitive screening tests have now shown the preva-
lence to range from 1 in 3000 during non-epidemic
periods” to as high as 1 in 167 during an epidemic.*
Transmission of B19 has recently been documented in
a thalassaemic patient receiving a single donor trans-
fusion.# The risks of B19 infection are greatly
increased when thousands of donor plasma samples are
pooled to manufacture blood products. Even with the
lower prevalence of donors who are B19 positive, large
pools made from thousands of plasma samples are
likely to be contaminated. Moreover, the contami-
nation will be at a significant level because a single
donor plasma sample that is B19 positive contains as
many as 10 virus particles/ml. Thus, although
antibodies to B19 may also be present, patients
receiving blood products are at risk of B19 infection.
Transmissions of B19 to patients receiving clotting
factor concentrates derived from plasma were first
recognised in the early 1980s but only as asymptomatic
infections.® The high seroprevalence of B19 in
haemophilic patients showed that infection from blood
products is common,® and symptomatic infections
have since been described presenting with typical signs
of erythema infectiosum® or in more severe cases as
hypoplastic anaemia®® and pancytopenia.* The B19
virus continues to be transmitted by this route because,
lacking a lipid envelope, it is not susceptible to the
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solvent-detergent treatment used to inactivate HIV
and the hepatitis B and C viruses in blood products.
Moreover, B19 is stable in heat and remains infective
even after treatment with dry heat at 80°C for 72 hours,
which is used for some blood products.

An alternative to viral inactivation could be the
screening of blood donors for the B19 virus. Donors
could be selectively screened when unpooled blood or
components were intended for patients at risk of
developing severe B19 infections. Such patients would
include those who are immunocompromised or have an
underlying haemolytic anaemia, pregnant women, and
probably neonates. The ultra sensitive polymerase
chain reaction technique has recently been shown to be
feasible for screening donors, by using a system in
which donor plasma is pooled, thus reducing the
number of tests needed.” Polymerase chain reaction,
however, remains a complex and costly method, and
simple antibody tests that can be automated are
probably a more practical alternative. The presence of
antibody to the B19 virus is assumed to show a resolved
past infection and a donor free of the virus (unlike in
cases of HIV or cytomegalovirus infections, in which
the presence of antibody correlates with latent
infection and infectivity). But before the microbiology
departments of blood transfusion laboratories are
burdened with yet another screening test, this
assumption needs to be tested and the cost-benefit
analysis of testing for B19 examined.

Prevention

A vaccine for parvovirus B19 infection is being
developed.” Priority for the vaccine would go to
patients with sickle cell anaemia, but in view of the
important morbidity now known to .accompany
B19 infection, wider use of a B19 vaccine should
be considered. If the vaccine proved safe and effi-
cacious it could, for example, be given to infants at
the same time as the triple vaccine (mumps, measles,
and rubella).

Conclusion

It is apt that screening of blood donors for parvo-
virus is now in prospect. The virus was first found
in healthy donors and is transmitted by blood com-
ponents and blood products. B19 infection, however,
is more usually transmitted by the respiratory route
and is now known to cause several diseases. In
immunocompetent people with healthy red blood cells
the infection is relatively benign and self limiting. An
exanthem (erythema infectiosum) in children or acute
arthritis in adults are the most common clinical
presentations. There are, however, vulnerable groups
at risk of more severe disease. Both the acute anaemic
episode (transient aplastic crisis) in patients with sickle
cell anaemia and the prolonged anaemia in immuno-
compromised patients reflect the tropism of parvovirus
B19 for erythroid progenitor cells. Finally, in preg-
nancy B19 may cross the placenta, causing severe fetal
infections. The maternal immunity acquired from this
event lasts for life, and subsequent pregnancies are
unaffected by B19 infection.
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Gude to the Internet

The world wide web

Mark Pallen

The world wide web provides a uniform, user
friendly interface to the Internet. Web pages can
contain text and pictures and are interconnected by
hypertext links. The addresses of web pages are
recorded as uniform resource locators (URLs),
transmitted by hypertext transfer protocol (HTTP),
and written in hypertext markup language (HTML).
Programs that allow you to use the web are available
for most operating systems. Powerful on line search
engines make it relatively easy to find information on
the web. Browsing through the web—*‘net surfing”’
—is both easy and enjoyable. Contributing to the
web is not difficult, and the web opens up new
possibilities for electronic publishing and electronic
journals.

The world wide web (WWW, W3, or simply ‘“the
web”’) is the crowning glory of the Internet, providing
a uniform, user friendly interface to the net. It allows
information to be presented in a sophisticated and
attractive format, interlacing pictures with text.

Simply by clicking on highlighted text, you can surf-

the net or search for information.
The web has fuelled such an explosion of interest
in the Internet that it is easy to forget quite how new

it all is. Although Tim Berners-Lee and his coworkers
first put forward proposals for the world wide web in
1989-90, the web was catapulted to success only with
the release of Macintosh and Windows versions of
Marc Andreessen’s world wide web client program (or
“‘web browser’’), Mosaic, in the autumn of 1993. Since
then, the web has shown astonishing exponential
growth.

Anatomy of the web

The web page is the basic unit of information on the
web. Four elements are needed for its creation,
transmission, or retrieval: hypertext; uniform resource
locators (URLSs); hypertext transfer protocol (HTTP);
and hypertext markup language (HTML).

HYPERTEXT

Hypertext' underpins the web. The term ‘hyper-
text’”” was coined by Ted Nelson in the 1960s, although
the concept was probably first proposed by Vannevar
Bush in the 1940s.? The hypertext idea was later
incorporated into the Macintosh program Hypercard
and now also features in the help program built into the
Windows operating system.
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