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First case of bacterial kidney disease (BKD) in
whitefish (Coregonus lavaretus) in Finland
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Abstract
This paper reports the first case of Bacterial kidney disease (BKD) in whitefish.  Since 1989, the
disease has been diagnosed mostly in rainbow trout, three times in farmed Baltic salmon and
once in char fingerlings.  R.salmoninarum  has even once been isolated from organs of a wild sea
trout brood fish in 1990. According to the literature the disease has been identified in 13 species
of salmonids (Austin & Austin 1987) but no earlier report of whitefish exists.

In Finland whitefish (Coregonus lavaretus) was
until recently farmed in still water ponds only
for stocking purposes. But for some years tri-
als have been made to farm it intensively for
food fish in net cages in the Baltic sea. Also
vaccinations against furunculosis and vibrio-
sis have been carried out before the transport
to brackish water (Lönnström et al 2000).

Bacterial kidney disease is a chronic granulo-
matous disease that affects salmonid fish both
farmed and wild all over the world.
Renibacterium salmoninarum is the aetiological
agent that specially targets the fish kidney, but
lesions can also been found elsewhere in other
parenchymal organs and brain (Ferguson
1989) due to prolonged septicaemia.
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Table 1. Bacterial kidney disease (BKD) in Finland, statistics from EELA
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In 2001, contrary earlier findings, BKD was
diagnosed in 0-year old rainbow trout trans-
ported in the spring to different farms in the
Archipelago. The clinical signs and gross le-
sions in the kidney were severe. Mortality was
10% according to the owners. Diseased fish
were slow, swam separately and they had ex-
ophthalmus. The posterior part of the kidney
was swollen and there were several greyish
white, soft nodules even in the anterior part
of the kidney. Some batches of these
fingerlings were vaccinated with the double
vaccine, Apoject 1800 against furunculosis
and vibriosis.

The whitefish fingerlings were one year old
and fish were farmed in earth ponds using
brackish water in the southwest coastal area.
They had soft, greyish white nodules in the
kidney both in the posterior and the anterior
ends. Additionally, some of the fish had holes
5-10 mm in diameter at the vaccination site,
not previously noticed in vaccination trials
(Lönnström et al 2000).

In the cases of 0-year old rainbow trout and
whitefish the epidemiological investigations
gave rise to suspect one farmer that has sev-
eral farm sites in Finland. The fingerling pro-
duction is situated in the continental area in
two hatcheries and a distribution farm in the
costal area. Several food fish units of this
owner are in the Archipelago.

The hatcheries and other farms of this owner
were sampled, intensively screened and in-
vestigated bacteriologically, with IFAT and
ELISA and no sign of BKD was found except
the positive whitefish in the costal area and
newly delivered 0 year old rainbow trout.
Because the pathological changes were so se-
vere in such young fingerlings there must
have been either a high infectious load or in-
tense stress or both. It seems that there must
be a connection with 0-year old rainbow trout
and with the whitefish fingerlings, either via
the transportation vehicle, the vaccination
machine or other equipment, the persons tak-
ing care of the fish or the fish have been in
contact with each other or the same infection
source. Evidence is still limited as the data
presented by the farmer is restricted. Further
epidemiological investigation is needed.
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