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Bovine respiratory syncytial virus (BRSV) infection is the most important cause of outbreaks of respiratory disease among calves. This virus commonly induces mild to severe respiratory signs but, in a substantial proportion of cases, is also reported to be associated with ARDS.  The pathogenesis of this ‘malignant’ clinical form has not been fully elucidated so far.  The present study aimed at determining whether mast cell degranulation plays a role in the physiopathologic cascade leading to the ARDS.

Paired serum samples were taken in herds during outbreaks of severe respiratory diseases (acute sera) and three weeks after (convalescent sera).  Based on seroconversion to BRSV and clinical files, 67 pairs of serum were selected from calves with a BRSV-associated ARDS for circulating mast cell tryptase determination (radiofluoroenzymoassay, Pharmacia Upjohn, Uppsala, Sweden).  Levels of tryptase were found significantly higher in acute sera (26.6 +/- 12.4 g/l) compared to convalescent sera (8.4 +/-7.8 g/l; p<0.001, Wilcoxon's test).  Tryptase being a protease exclusively found in mast cell granules, it is concluded that extensive mast cell degranulation occurs during BRSV-associated ARDS.

