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ISOLATION OF Edwardsiella tarda FROM THREE OREGON SEA

MAMMALS� �

B. M. COLES, R. K. STROUD and S. SHEGGEBY, Veterinary Diagnostic Laboratory, School of Veterinary

Medicine, Oregon State University, Corvallis, Oregon 97331, USA

Abstract: Edwardsiella tarda was isolated from the peritoneal exudate of a Steller’s
sea lion (Eumetopias jubata) with peritonitis resulting from a perforating colonic
ulcer; from the liver of a harbor porpoise (Phocena phocena) with metritis and

peritonitis sequela to dystocia; and from the liver of a California sea lion (Zalophus
californianus) with peritonitis following fracture and necrosis of a lumbar vertebrae.
These findings indicate E. tarda is a common opportunistic invader in sick or injured

marine mammals.

INTRODUCTION

Edwardsiella tarda has been reported

as a pathogen in several aquatic animals
and birds. It was isolated from abscesses
in catfish3 and was shown to be
associated with both enteric disease in

aquatic birds and hemorrhagic disease
in fish.7 In marine mammals the isola-

tion of E. tarda has been reported from
the intestine of a free living Florida
manatee (Trichechus manatus lati-
rostris) which died from intussusception
of the small intestine resulting from an
embedded fish hook;2 from the

mesenteric lymph node of a captive

California sea lion (Zalophus califor-
nianus) which died from streptococcal
pneumonia;7 and from mastitis in a bot-

tle nosed dolphin (Tursiops truncatus).4
This report describes the isolation of E.

tarda from three Oregon sea mammals
submitted for necropsy to the Veterinary
Diagnostic Laboratory, School of
Veterinary Medicine, Oregon State Uni-
versity.

CASE HISTORIES

Steller’s Sea Lion (Eumetopias
jubata)

A subadult female Steller’s sea lion
was found in a weakened condition on

rocks near Florence, Oregon. It died
during the night and was submitted to
the Veterinary Diagnostic Laboratory.
Necropsy revealed intussusception of the
small intestine and a fibrinopurulent
peritonitis resulting from a perforated

ulcer in the posterior colon. The

peritoneal exudate was cultured on 5%

sheep blood agar and MacConkey’s

Agar. � A pure culture of lactose

negative colonies was isolated after 15 h.

incubation at 35 C. The isolate was a

Gram negative rod which gave a distinc-

tive reaction on Triple Sugar Iron Agar
(TSI); enormous amounts of H2S were
produced obscuring the fermentation
reaction in the slant. The isolate was
identified as E. tarda from the following
biochemical reactions:
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glucose: acid and gas

lactose: negative

arabinose: acid and gas

dulcitol: negative

mannitol: negative

sorbitol: negative

rhamnose: negative

salacin: negative

arginine dihydrolase: negative

lysine decarboxylase: positive

beta-galactosidase: negative

urease: negative

citrate: negative
malonate: negative

indole: positive

Harbor Porpoise (Phocena phocena)

The fresh carcass of a pregnant female

harbor porpoise was found on the beach
at Florence, Oregon. Postmortem ex-

amination showed dystocia, metritis,
peritonitis and severe parasitism. The

uterus contained an emphysematous full
term fetus and foul smelling purulent
fluid. Histological examination revealed
a purulent metritis and fibrinopurulent
peritonitis. There was also severe
hepatitis and biliary fibrosis due to
adults and eggs of the trematode
Campula oblonga in the bile ducts. The
peritonitis and metritis were directly

related to the dystocia. The fluids from
the uterus and the peritoneum were
cultured on 5% sheep blood agar and
MacConkey’s Agar, and in. Fluid

Thioglycollate Media � supplemented

with 1% bovine serum. No organisms
were isolated from the peritoneal exudate

but a Gram negative anaerobic rod

morphologically identified as Bac-
teroides sp. was isolated from the uterine
fluid. A pure culture of E. tarda was
isolated from the liver cultures.

LITERATURE CITED

California Sea Lion (Zalophus

californianus)

An adult male California sea lion
stranded and died at Agate Beach near

Newport, Oregon. Necropsy revealed a fi-

brinopurulent peritonitis and abscessa-
tion of the lumbar lymph nodes. A lateral
deviation of the lumbar spine resulted
from a fracture of the 6th lumbar
vertebra. A pure culture of Staphylococ-
cus aureus was isolated from the

peritoneal exudate and both Staph.
aureus and E. tarda were cultured from
the liver.

DISCUSSION

The isolation of E. tarda from three
species of marine mammals, each dying

from a different cause, suggests this
organism can be an opportunistic in-
vader in sick or injured animals. Its
isolation from a Florida manatee with
intussusception2 and a California sea
lion6 weakened with pneumonia tends to
support this contention. There are no
reports on the isolation of E. tarda from
the intestinal tract of healthy marine
mammals but, as it has been isolated

from gut flora of healthy alligators,7 fish5

and gulls,’ it also may be a normal gut
inhabitant of marine mammals. Perhaps
it is somewhat analagous to Escherichia
coli, a ubiquitous enteric organism in
terrestrial mammals. Escherichia coli is

a common secondary and agonal invader
in sick animals and the isolation of E.

tarda from the liver of both the Harbor
porpoise and California sea lion in-
dicates this organism may have the same
propensity for invasion.
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