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Abstract
The parasite Neospora caninum is an important abortifacient agent in cattle worldwide. At present, the
development of an effective and safe vaccine against bovine neosporosis is of great relevance. Recently, a new
isolate of N. caninum (Nc-Spain 1 H) which was obtained from the brain of an asymptomatic congenitally infected
calf, exhibited non-virulent behaviour in mouse and bovine infection models. The aim of this study was to
determine the safety and efficacy of Nc-Spain 1 H when used as a vaccinal isolate in well-established BALB/c
models of congenital and cerebral neosporosis. Mice were subcutaneously immunised twice at 3-week intervals
and were challenged with 2 × 106 tachyzoites of the virulent Nc-Liv isolate. After immunisation with live Nc-Spain
1 H tachyzoites, no parasitic DNA was detected in the dams’ brains before challenge and microsatellite analysis
performed in PCR-positive mice showed that the profiles corresponded to the challenge isolate Nc-Liv, indicating
the Nc-Spain 1 H isolate to be a safe vaccine candidate. The efficacy of the live vaccine was evaluated in the first
experiment after the immunisation of mice with 5 × 105 live Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites. This immunisation protocol
significantly reduced the neonatal mortality to 2.4%, reduced the vertical transmission from 89.1% to 2.3% and
completely limited the cerebral infection. These results were associated with a Th1-type immune response. In the
second experiment, the effect of various immunising doses was established using ten-fold dilutions of the
tachyzoites (from 5 × 105 to 5 × 10). In all the cases, congenital protection rates above 60% were observed, and the
mice that were immunised with the lowest dose (5 × 10) presented the highest protection rate (86%). Moreover,
low immunising doses of Nc-Spain 1 H induced an IgG2a response, and high parasitic doses induced an IgG1
response. These results evidence the safety and the efficient protection that was conferred by Nc-Spain 1 H against
congenital neosporosis, even when the mice were immunised with low parasitic doses.

Introduction
The obligate-intracellular protozoan parasite Neospora
caninum is a major cause of reproductive failure in cattle
worldwide. Currently, no effective measures to prevent
abortion or the vertical transmission of the parasite are
available. Immunoprophylaxis has been postulated as
the most cost-efficient alternative to control bovine
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neosporosis [1]. Live vaccines have demonstrated the
most promising results in terms of protection because
these formulations can more effectively stimulate both
humoral and cell-mediated responses [2]. However, live
vaccines may present safety problems. Several procedures
have been developed to obtain low-virulence N. caninum
strains, such as temperature-sensitive mutants, irradiated
tachyzoites and attenuated tachyzoites, through prolonged passage in tissue culture [3-5]. Naturally attenuated isolates of N. caninum obtained from asymptomatic
infected animals have emerged in the last few years as
feasible live vaccine candidates [6-9].
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Recently, a new naturally attenuated N. caninum isolate
(Nc-Spain 1 H) was obtained from the brain of a congenitally infected calf and was demonstrated to be an avirulent
isolate. Nc-Spain 1 H demonstrated a lower rate of multiplication in cell culture and a lower in vitro invasive ability
than did the Nc-1 isolate [8,10]. The pathogenicity of NcSpain 1 H was examined in BALB/c mice; the results
revealed that Nc-Spain 1 H failed to induce clinical signs
of infection or mortality, and no parasites were detected
in these mice. In a pregnant mouse model, the offspring
survival rate from Nc-Spain 1 H-infected dams was almost
100%, and N. caninum was detected in only one pup [8].
Furthermore, the inoculation of Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites
in cattle at 70 days gestation did not induce foetal death
[11]. These data indicate that Nc-Spain 1 H may be a lowvirulence isolate and may be a suitable candidate for livevaccine development.
In contrast, studies regarding the influence of dose on
the protective response, which allow the optimisation of
the number of live parasites inoculated per animal, could
provide results that prove valuable to cost-efficient industrial production. Additionally, some reports have suggested the importance of the antigenic dose in the
modulation of the immune response and thus the development of vaccines [12,13]. The aim of this study was to
determine whether protective immunity could be
induced by immunisation with the Nc-Spain 1 H isolate
to prevent transplacental transmission and cerebral
neosporosis in a well-established BALB/c mouse model.
Furthermore, we measured the effect of various immunising doses on this protection.

Materials and methods
Parasites and parasite antigens

Live N. caninum Nc-Spain 1 H [8] tachyzoites were used
for the immunisation, and tachyzoites from the Nc-Liv
isolate [14] were used for the heterologous challenge.
Nc-Liv tachyzoites were propagated under new culture
conditions using MARC-145 cells. This shift from Vero
cells to a new cell line was expected to homogenise the
cell passage in Nc-Liv [15]. Prior to the experiment, the
Nc-Liv and Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites were maintained
in vitro by continuous passage in MARC-145 cell monolayers, as previously described [15], to ensure healthy
and actively replicating parasites. In order to minimise
the occurrence of potential alterations in its biological
characteristics due to prolonged cell culture maintenance, the experiments were performed using both isolates subjected a limited number of culture passages in
the MARC-145 cells: Nc-Liv (passage no. 12) and NcSpain 1 H (passage no. 9–15). The parasite viability and
numbers were determined by trypan blue exclusion, followed by counting three aliquots in a Neubauer chamber. The infection dose per mouse was adjusted with
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PBS to the required doses for immunisation or challenge
in a final volume of 200 μL per mouse. The parasites
were administered to the mice within 1 h of harvesting
from the tissue culture.
Nc-Liv tachyzoites that were used for antigens were
washed three times in sterile PBS (pH 7.4). Host cell
debris was separated by passing the mixture through a
25-gauge needle, followed by passage through PD-10
columns (Amersham Biosciences, Uppsala, Sweden).
Cell-free Nc-Liv tachyzoites were pelleted by centrifugation (600 × g, 10 min) and frozen at −80°C until use. To
obtain N. caninum soluble protein antigens, purified
tachyzoites were suspended in 1 mL of 10 mM Tris–
HCl containing 2 mM phenylmethylsulfonyl fluoride
(Sigma, St. Louis, MO, USA) and were disrupted by sonication (Sonifier 450, Branson Ultrasonic, Danbury, CT,
USA) in an ice bath. Cell debris and unlysed cells were
removed by centrifugation (10 000 × g, 20 min, 4°C). The
protein concentration of the supernatant was quantified
using the Micro BCA protein assay (Pierce, Rockford,
IL, USA), and the supernatant was aliquoted and frozen
at −80°C.
Mice and experimental design

Female BALB/c mice were purchased from a commercial
supplier (Harlan Interfauna Ibérica, Barcelona, Spain).
The mice were fed ad libitum in a controlled environment that included light and dark cycles (12-h light:12-h
darkness). All the protocols that involved animals were
approved by the Animal Research Committee of the
Complutense University, Madrid, Spain, in compliance
with the proceedings described in the Regulation of Internal Regime for Animal Research Committee (published at BOUC, no. 2, at 9 February 2006) and the EU
legislation (Council Directive 86/609/EEC).
The vaccine efficacy against congenital and cerebral
neosporosis was tested in two different experiments
using both pregnant and non-pregnant BALB/c mouse
models, as previously described [16-18]. Initially, to determine the protective capacity of Nc-Spain 1 H, the
BALB/c female mice were immunised with 5 × 105 live
Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites (experiment no. 1). Subsequently, to examine the optimal immunising doses, the
mice were inoculated with ten-fold diluted Nc-Spain 1 H
tachyzoites (5 × 105 to 5 × 10) (experiment no. 2). Groups
of non-immunised/non-challenged and non-immunised/
challenged mice were included in each experiment to
ensure experiment reproducibility. In both experiments,
the mice were subcutaneously (s.c.) immunised twice at
three-week intervals with live Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites.
Three weeks after the booster immunisation, the BALB/
c mice were allowed to mate for 96 h following the synchronisation of oestrus using the Whitten effect [19].
Day 0 of the pregnancy was defined as the first day that
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the females were housed with males. The mice were s.c.
challenged with 2 × 106 Nc-Liv tachyzoites at midgestation (between days 6 and 10 of gestation). Gestation
was evaluated by determining the weight of the mice on
day 18 after the first night mated. The pregnant animals
(≥ 25 g) were housed individually and were allowed to
carry their pregnancies to term. The pups were evaluated
daily from birth to day 30 postpartum (PP) for clinical
signs compatible with neosporosis [13,20,21]. Samples
from some progeny could not be collected due to cannibalism by the dams. Female mice that did not become
pregnant were housed in groups of up to 5 mice. The
dams and non-pregnant mice were evaluated for cerebral
neosporosis during chronic infection until days 30 PP and
30 post-challenge, respectively [13,20,21], when all the
mice were sacrificed. Brains from the pups and adult mice
were removed aseptically and frozen at −80°C until
needed for DNA extraction.
Parameters evaluated for safety and efficacy

The safety of the various formulations was determined
by daily observation of the mice for adverse reactions
and by palpation for the presence of nodules at the inoculation sites on day 5 after the booster vaccination.
The presence of parasite DNA in the brain samples from
immunised mice was determined by PCR on day 5 after
the second immunisation and prior to challenge. Microsatellite analysis was used to discriminate the presence
of the challenge isolate (Nc-Liv) or the immunisation
isolate (Nc-Spain 1 H) in infected adult mice and pups
after challenge to verify immunisation isolate safety at
the administered doses.
To assess the protective efficacy against congenital neosporosis, litter size, neonatal mortality and vertical transmission were determined. The litter size was defined as
the number of pups delivered per dam. Stillbirth was evaluated as the number of full-term dead pups at birth. The
neonates were examined daily for morbidity and mortality.
Neonatal mortality was defined as the number of dead
pups from birth to day 30 PP. Vertical transmission of N.
caninum was identified by the presence of parasite DNA
in the brains of pups. Protective efficacy against cerebral
neosporosis was analysed in the dams and mice that did
not become pregnant, by determining the presence of N.
caninum DNA in the brain. To determine the optimal
immunising doses, we calculated the protection rate
against congenital neosporosis; this protection rate was
defined as the proportion of neonates that remained
healthy until the end of the experiment, with no parasites
detected in their brain samples.
DNA extraction and nested-PCR

The Real Pure Extraction genomic-DNA kit (Durviz,
Valencia, Spain) was used to extract DNA from 20–
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40 mg of each host tissue and 107 N. caninum tachyzoites, according to the manufacturer’s instructions. The
amounts of DNA were measured spectrophotometrically, and the samples were diluted to a final concentration of 50 ng/μL. For the detection of parasite DNA, a
nested-PCR was performed against the internal transcribed spacer (ITS1) region of N. caninum, using four
oligonucleotides as described by Buxton et al. [22].
Microsatellites analysis for isolate identification

DNA extracted from PCR-positive brains from adult
mice and pups was used as a template for the amplification by nested PCR of four microsatellite markers MS4,
MS5, MS7 and MS21 previously described [23]. For
automated allele sizing, all reverse primers in the secondary PCR were fluorescently end-labelled. Amplified
products were prepared with HiDi formamide and Gene
Scan-500 (LIZ) Size Standards (Applied Biosystems, CA,
USA). The size of the fluorescent PCR product was
determined using a 48-capillary 3730 DNA analyser (Applied Biosystems, CA, USA) and analyzed with GeneMapperW V 3.5 Software [24].
Cytokine analysis

The cellular immune responses that were induced by
immunisation with 5 × 105 live Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites
(experiment no. 1) were determined prior to challenge.
On day 5 after the second immunisation, five random
animals from each group were sacrificed, and their
spleens were aseptically extracted and immediately processed for splenocyte culture, as previously described
[20]. Briefly, the splenocytes were suspended in RPMI
1640 culture medium (Biowhittaker, Walkersville, Md.)
and were plated in 96-well plates at a concentration of
4 × 105 cells/well. The splenocytes were stimulated in
triplicate with concanavalin A (ConA) (5 μg/mL), N.
caninum tachyzoite soluble extract (10 μg/mL) or only
with media (control group). The cells were maintained
at 37°C with 5% CO2 for 72 h. Next, the culture supernatants were collected by centrifugation and stored at
−80°C until cytokine analysis. A commercial ELISA kit
(BD Bioscience, San Jose, CA, USA) was used to quantify IFN-γ, IL-4 and IL-10 cytokines in the supernatants,
according to the manufacturer’s instructions. The results
were expressed in pg/mL.
Humoral immune response

The humoral immune response induced by inoculation
with ten-fold diluted Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites (5 × 105
to 5 × 10) (experiment no. 2) was measured prior to
challenge. On day 5 after the second immunisation, five
random animals from each group were sacrificed, their
blood samples were collected by cardiac puncture, and
the recovered sera were aliquoted and cryopreserved at
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−80°C until serological analysis. Serum levels of the N.
caninum-specific IgG1 and IgG2a isotypes were measured. Briefly, 96-well plates were coated with soluble N.
caninum tachyzoite antigens (0.5 μg in 100 μL/well), and
diluted murine serum samples (1:100) and anti-mouse
IgG2a or IgG1 antibody (1:5000; Southern Biotechnology,
USA) were used as described previously [16,25]. The
ELISA results were expressed as the average absorbance
values at 405 nm. The threshold value arbitrarily discriminating between “positive” and “negative” (cut-off) was
defined by adding 3 standard deviations to the mean A405
value of sera from non-immunised/non-challenged mice.
The serum isotype balance was evaluated using the IgG1/
IgG2a ratio.
Data analysis

Differences in rates were evaluated using the Chisquared test or Fisher F-test. Postnatal mortality was
analysed using the Kaplan-Meier survival method and
the log-rank statistical test [26,27]. No significant differences were found in parasite detection frequency between the pregnant and non-pregnant mice in the brain
during the chronic infection phase. Consequently, data
collected from both groups of female mice were pooled
to improve the power of the statistical analysis. ELISA
data were analysed using one-way ANOVA followed by
Tukey’s multiple comparison test. A value of P<0.05 was
considered significant. The statistical analyses were performed using the Statgraphics Plus v. 5.1 (StatPoint, Inc.,
Herndon, VA, USA) and the GraphPad Prism 5 v. 5.01
(San Diego, CA, USA) software.
The statistical probit method was used [28] to titrate
the protective effect of the immunising dose. This
method transformed the sigmoid dose–response curve
to a straight line, which was analysed using a specialised
linear regression model (probit link function), based on
the probability that an immunised animal experienced
“immunisation failure”. Immunisation failure was recorded
when an immunised animal developed severe clinical neosporosis, died, or was born congenitally infected following a
lethal heterologous Nc-Liv challenge. The analysis was conducted using the statistical package SPSS Inc. (Chicago,
IL, USA).

Results
The Nc-Spain 1 H isolate was a safe live-vaccine candidate

Neither local or systemic reactions nor nodules at the
injection site were observed after each immunisation
prior to challenge. Furthermore, neither N. caninumrelated clinical signs nor parasite DNA in the brains of
the mice that were sacrificed before the challenge were
detected in any immunised group. Microsatellite analysis
was performed in PCR-positive tissues from adult mice
and pups in all the immunised/challenged groups. The
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non-immunised/challenged group served as control. In
all cases where analysis could be performed, results
showed that the profiles corresponded to the challenge
isolate Nc-Liv. The microsatellite profiles of the NcSpain 1 H isolate corresponding to the immunisation
isolate were not detected.
Immunisation with 5 × 105 live Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites
limited vertical transmission and cerebral infection

The first experiment measured the capacity of the attenuated Nc-Spain 1 H isolate to prevent the transplacental transmission of parasites to the progeny and to
prevent the establishment of chronic infections in the
brains of adult mice (Table 1). Upon challenge at midgestation, a significantly longer median survival time was
observed in neonates from the mice that had been
immunised with 5 × 105 live tachyzoites (29 days) versus
the non-immunised/challenged mice (20 days) (P<0.001;
Log-rank test). The offspring from the immunised group
exhibited a significant reduction in their postnatal mortality rate (2.4%, 1/41) compared with the mortality rate
that was observed in the non-immunised/challenged
group (84%, 42/50) (P<0.0001, Fisher’s exact test). The
vertical transmission was reduced from 89.1% (41/46) in
the non-immunised/challenged group to 2.3% (1/44) in
the immunised group (P<0.0001, Fisher’s exact test). No
significant differences in litter size were observed between the groups. When the vaccine efficacy against
cerebral infection was evaluated in the dams and nonpregnant mice, all the immunised mice remained clinically healthy throughout the study, and no parasite DNA
was detected in their brain samples (P<0.0001, Fisher’s
exact test; immunised/challenged groups vs. non-immunised/challenged group).
Cytokine response after immunisation with live Nc-Spain
1 H tachyzoites

IFN-γ, IL-10 and IL-4 cytokine production was determined in N. caninum-specific stimulated splenocytes
from the mice immunised with 5 × 105 live Nc-Spain 1 H
tachyzoites prior to challenge (Figure 1). Splenocytes
from immunised mice that were stimulated with N. caninum soluble antigen on day 5 after the booster secreted
high levels of IFN-γ in comparison with non-immunised
mice (P<0.001, one-way ANOVA). We also detected IL10 and IL-4 cytokines in immunised but not nonimmunised mice (P<0.001, one-way ANOVA).
Protection induced by live Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites was
not dose-dependent

To investigate the influence of the parasite dose on protection, the BALB/c mice were twice immunised with
10-fold increased parasite doses (5 × 105 to 5 × 10) and
then were challenged at mid-gestation (Table 1 and
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Table 1 Efficacy of the immunisation with live Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites against congenital and cerebral infection in
mice
Congenital infection
Group

Litter
sizea

Stillbirth
Per pupsb

Per littersc

Neonatal mortality
Per pupsd

Per litterse

Vertical transmission
Per pupsf

Cerebral
infectionh

Per littersg

5 × 105/challenged†

5.0 ± 2.2 4/45 (8.8%)

2/9 (22.2%)

1/41 (2.4%)

1/8 (12.5%)

Non-immunised/challenged

5.2 ± 1.7 8/58 (13.8%)

5/11 (45.5%)

42/50 (84%)

11/11 (100%) 41/46 (89.1%) 11/11 (100%) 13/16 (81.25%)

Non-immunised/non-challenged 4.6 ± 1.4 0/37 (0%)

0/8 (0%)

0/37 (0%)

0/8 (0%)

0/37 (0%)

0/8 (0%)

0/17 (0%)

5 × 105/challenged{

4.6 ± 2.0 5/41 (12.2%)

4/9 (44.4%)

6/36 (16.6%)

2/9 (22.2%)

5/34 (14.7%)

4/9 (44.4%)

2/19 (10.5%)

5 × 10 /challenged

5.3 ± 1.3 8/79 (10.1%)

5/15 (33.3%)

8/71 (11.3%)

6/15 (40%)

9/75 (12%)

6/15 (40%)

1/24 (4.16%)

5 × 103/challenged

5.8 ± 1.4 28/93 (30.1%) 11/16 (68.8%) 17/65 (26.1%) 7/15 (46.6%)

26/86 (30.2%) 7/15 (47%)

0/24 (0%)

5 × 10 /challenged

4.1 ± 1.5 4/41 (9.7%)

5 × 10/challenged

4.4 ± 1.9 14/44 (31.8%) 5/10 (50%)

Non-immunised/challenged

5.0 ± 1.7 25/70 (35.7%) 8/14 (57.1%)

4

2

Non-immunised/non-challenged 5.3 ± 1.6 3/64 (4.7%)

3/10 (30%)

3/12 (25%)

1/44 (2.3%)

1/9 (11.1%)

0/16 (0%)

7/37 (18.9%)

6/10 (60%)

14/41 (34.1%) 5/10 (50%)

1/26 (3.8%)

2/30 (6.6%)

2/9 (22.2%)

2/37 (5.4%)

2/25 (8%)

2/9 (22.2%)

38/45 (84.4%) 13/13 (100%) 37/51 (72.6%) 13/13 (100%) 17/24 (70.8%)
0/61 (0%)

0/12 (0%)

0/64 (0%)

0/12 (0%)

0/24 (0%)

†

Experiment no. 1. Mice were randomly allocated in groups of 21–22 mice in experiment no. 1.
{
Experiment no. 2. The number of mice per group in experiment no. 2 was expanded to 29–31 mice to improve the statistical power by increasing the number.
of pregnant mice per group.
a
Average ± SD.
b
No. of stillborns/no. of total pups born in the group (percentage).
c
No. of litters with at least one stillborn/no. of litters in the group (percentage).
d
No. of pups dead from birth to 30 days PP/no. of pups born alive (percentage).
e
No. of litters with at least one pup dead from birth to 30 days PP/no. of litters in the group (percentage).
f
No. of nested PCR-positive pups/no. of analysed pups (percentage).
g
No. of litters with at least one nested PCR-positive pup/no. of analysed litters (percentage).
h
No. of nested PCR-positive adult mice/no. of analysed adult mice in the group at the chronic infection phase (percentage).

Figure 2). The comparison between the immunised
group in experiment no. 1 and the highest dose group in
experiment no. 2 did not reveal any significant differences. Similarly, no significant differences were observed
between non-immunised/challenged groups in either experiment, indicating minimal variations regarding the
immunising and challenging preparations used for different experiments. All the immunised groups exhibited
more than 60% protection against congenital infection.
These protection rates were significantly higher compared with the 17% protection in the non-immunised/
challenged group (Table 1; P<0.0001, χ2). Interestingly,
the mice that were immunised with the lowest dose
(5 × 10) showed the highest protection rate (86%). Concerning the dose–response relationship evaluated by the
probit method, no significant differences between the
probit values from the immunised groups were detected
(Figure 3; P = 0.848, probit). However, although no differences in the protection rates were detected, a weak trend
toward a dose-dependent increase in protection was
observed among the groups that were immunised with
doses ranging from 5 × 102 to 5 × 105 live tachyzoites.
Regarding the protection against cerebral infection in
adult mouse, a significant reduction in the presence of
parasite DNA in the brain samples was detected in all
the immunised groups when compared to the nonimmunised/challenged group (Table 1; P<0.0001, χ2).

Antibody response following immunisation with live
Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites

To determine the association between the pre-challenge
antibody response and the immunising dose, we further
determined which IgG antibody isotypes were increased.
The mice that were twice immunised with 5 × 105,
5 × 104 and 5 × 103 tachyzoites exhibited the highest
levels of IgG1 (Figure 4a; P<0.0001, one-way ANOVA;

Figure 1 Cytokine production following stimulation with
soluble N. caninum antigen in mice twice immunised with
5 × 105 live tachyzoites of Nc-Spain 1 H on day 5 after booster.
Bars represent the average amount of IFN-γ, IL-4 and IL-10 expressed
in pg/mL, and error bars indicate the standard error of the mean
(SEM) for each group.
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Figure 2 Kaplan–Meier survival curves for the neonates born from dams that were twice immunised with various doses of live
Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites (5 × 105-5 × 10). The curves present the percent survival as the proportion of all individuals over a period of 30 days
PP. Vertical steps downward correspond to the days PP in which a death was observed and symbols indicate censored observations.

5 × 105, 5 × 104 and 5 × 103 vs. 5 × 102 and 5 × 10; 5 × 105
vs. 5 × 104 and 5 × 103, Tukey’s) and IgG2a (Figure 4a;
P<0.0001, one-way ANOVA; 5 × 105, 5 × 104 and 5 × 103
vs. 5 × 10, Tukey’s). However, when the ratio IgG1/IgG2a
was evaluated the groups that were inoculated with the
lowest immunising doses induced a more polarised
IgG2a response (IgG1/IgG2a ratios < 1) (Figure 4b;
P<0.0001, one-way ANOVA; 5 × 105 and 5 × 104 vs.

Figure 3 The probability of protection against congenital
neosporosis, expressed in probit values that are plotted
against the log10 immunising doses of Nc-Spain 1 H
tachyzoites in the dose-protection study. The fitting line
represents a probit link function that estimates the expected
probabilities of protection after immunisation with various doses of
live Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites (log10). The percentages represent the
protection rate against congenital neosporosis (no. of pups that
remained healthy with no parasites detected in the samples until
the end of the experiment/no. of analysed pups).

5 × 102 and 5 × 10, Tukey’s). These results indicate that
low immunising doses of Nc-Spain1H promoted an
IgG2a-biased response, whereas high parasite doses
induced an IgG1-biased response.

Discussion
Vaccines provide green solutions to control disease because they are sustainable and reduce the reliance on
pharmacological drugs and pesticides [2]. Live vaccines
have been highly successful against protozoan parasites
such as Toxoplasma gondii, in which vaccination with
the live attenuated S48 strain prevents abortions in ewes
[29]. In fact, ToxovaxW is currently the only commercial
vaccine for toxoplasmosis worldwide. In bovine neosporosis, one of the approaches is to identify isolates that
are attenuated and can be used for live vaccine development. The naturally attenuated Nc-Nowra strain of N.
caninum, which was isolated from an infected calf in
Australia, has been previously tested as a potential livevaccine candidate in an experimental mice model [30]
and a pregnant-bovine model [31], inducing a reduction
in transplacental transmission and protection against
foetal death, respectively. In spite of these promising
protective results, it is currently unknown whether this
isolate of N. caninum is responsible for foetal loss or is
vertically transmitted to progeny in cattle [32]. This fact
might be a major safety concern that would undermine
the live-vaccine approach. Furthermore, mice that were
immunised with different attenuated parasites similarly
showed a reduction or completely prevention of brain
pathology after challenging with virulent N. caninum
parasites [3-5,33].
The naturally attenuated Nc-Spain 1 H isolate was
selected to test its safety and efficacy against Neospora
infection for the following biological characteristics: it
displayed reduced virulence and did not show detectable
persistence in mouse or bovine models [8,11]. Although

Rojo-Montejo et al. Veterinary Research 2012, 43:62
http://www.veterinaryresearch.org/content/43/1/62

Page 7 of 10

Figure 4 Panel A. ELISA using anti-N.caninum IgG1 and IgG2a from the BALB/c mice that were immunised with various doses (5 × 1055 × 10) of Nc-Spain 1 H at day 5 after booster (panel A). The bars represent the optical density (OD) at 405 nm, and the error bars indicate
the SEM for each group. Positive cut-offs were established in ELISA for IgG1 detection at ≥ 0.132 and in ELISA for IgG2a detection at ≥ 0.131.
A total of 5 mice prior to challenge were included in the analysis. Panel B. Bars represent the average of anti-N. caninum IgG1:IgG2a isotype
ratios from the BALB/c mice that were immunised with various doses (5 × 105-5 × 10) of Nc-Spain 1 H at day 5 after booster. Error bars represent
the ± SEM. The discontinuous line marks identical IgG1 and IgG2a levels (IgG1:IgG2a = 1).

the mechanisms involved the Nc-Spain 1 H isolate attenuation are still unknown, recent studies comparing
the tachyzoite proteome of different N. caninum isolates
demonstrated variations in expression levels and a
modulation of proteins involved in invasion and proliferation processes between Nc-Spain 1 H and the virulent
Nc-Liv and Nc-Spain 7 isolates [34]. In this sense,
reduced expression of some proteins involved in invasion and proliferation processes such as NcNTPase,
microneme protein NcMIC1, and NcROP40 proteins
was observed in Nc-Spain1H isolate in comparison with
the two virulent isolates. This could explain the reduced
growth displayed by the Nc-Spain 1 H isolate in vitro
and its attenuated virulence in mice and bovines,
supporting the premise of its suitability as a vaccine
candidate.
Therefore, the present study determined the vaccine
efficacy and safety of this naturally attenuated N. caninum isolate using well-established mouse models of
cerebral and congenital neosporosis [16-18]. The pregnant mouse model provides a convenient tool for testing
the efficacy of vaccines against the transmission of the
parasite to progeny because there is a high transmission
rate of N. caninum to the offspring after the inoculation
of dams with a virulent isolate at the second trimester of
gestation [17,18]. Immunisation with 5 × 105 live NcSpain 1 H tachyzoites conferred excellent protection
against heterologous challenge with Nc-Liv tachyzoites,
demonstrating reduced neonatal mortality and vertical
transmission rates, as well as high protection against
cerebral infection in adult mice. Moreover, immunisation with this dose of live parasites elicited a protective
immune response characterised by strong IFN-γ induction. It is widely reported that IFN-γ is one of the most
critical cytokines, mediating host protection against the
N. caninum infection by limiting parasite growth
[35-37]. However, a suitable cytokine production of

cellular and humoral immune responses may have an
important role for the control of the N. caninum infection. Thus, the increased IL-4 and IL-10 levels might
have been produced to restrain the inflammatory response and restore a balance in the immune response
[38,39]. Our results on protection agree with several
studies in which protective immunity against murine
neosporosis was induced in mice using different live vaccine strategies, such as live tachyzoites attenuated by
prolonged in vitro culture [40], temperature-sensitive
mutant isolates of N. caninum [3], sub-lethal doses of
live virulent isolates [41] and transgenic N. caninum
strains [42]. However, inoculation with virulent parasites
produced more severe pathology and persistence compared to mice inoculated with attenuated parasites
[40,42], suggesting problems related to safety and highlighting the importance of parasite attenuation approach
development. Differentiating between isolates used for
immunising and challenging is essential for studying live
attenuated vaccine safety. In this sense, microsatellite
analysis has proven to be a useful tool for differentiating
Neospora isolates in vaccination assays [42,43]. Regarding the safety of the Nc-Spain 1 H isolate, no parasite
DNA was detected in the brains of immunised mice
prior to challenge. After challenge, microsatellite analysis
demonstrated that the parasite DNA detected in pups
and adult mice corresponded to the challenge isolate
Nc-Liv, indicating that Nc-Spain 1 H isolate was not
transmitted to the offspring and was unable to establish
a detectable cerebral infection. Taken together, these
results demonstrate that inoculation with live attenuated
parasites is safe and generates a protective immune response against Neospora, which suggests that the NcSpain 1 H isolate is a suitable live vaccine candidate.
Having established that immunisation with 5 × 105 live
Nc-Spain 1 H tachyzoites induced protection, we next
addressed the effects of various doses, which would be
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valuable for optimising the immunising dose. The major
obstacles during the commercial manufacture of a live
vaccine are the short shelf life of viable parasites and the
safety of the vaccine itself. Here, no differences were
observed among the groups that were immunised with
different doses, showing that even at low doses high protection against congenital neosporosis was induced. The
present study provides encouraging results regarding the
possibility of reducing the administered dose of live NcSpain 1 H tachyzoites. However, care must be taken
when extrapolating from the mouse data, and the
vaccine efficacy must be confirmed in the target species.
We also observed that the parasite dose appears to
modulate immune responses. The mice that were administered the higher immunising doses predominantly
produced IgG1, in contrast, low immunising doses of
Nc-Spain1H promoted an IgG2a response. In other
intracellular protozoan parasites, such as Leishmania,
studies have provided evidence of the dose-dependent
character of the acquired resistance that affects the Th1/
Th2 nature of the immune response [44-46]. Some
reports also suggest that low doses of parasites promote
a Th1 response, whereas high parasite doses induce a
Th2 response; in contrast, other studies suggest the opposite [45-47]. In a previous N. caninum study, Lundén
et al. [41] demonstrated that the immunisation with a
relatively virulent isolate at different subclinical doses of
infection (104 and 106 tachyzoites) induced protective
immunity in BALB/c mice, even though different antibody profiles were detected. Specifically, in mice given
the highest number of parasites, the levels of IgG1 and
IgG2a were equally high, while mice inoculated with the
lower dose had higher IgG2a than IgG1 titres. Due to
the intracellular nature of the N. caninum infection, the
predicted protective immune response would be predominantly a type-1 (Th1) cell-mediated immune response dominated by the production of IFN-γ, IL-12 and
IgG2a antibodies [35,48]. However, it has also been suggested that a balanced Th1–Th2 response is required to
limit a damaging host immune response. Although the
detection of IgG1 and IgG2a subclasses is a non-direct
marker of Th1/Th2-type immune modulation, the antibody profiles observed here may indicate the induction
of different immune responses. The inoculation of a low
number of parasites may result in the internalisation
of most of the tachyzoites inside the early antigenpresenting cells, enhancing an effective cell-mediated
immunity. On the contrary, after the inoculation of a
high parasite dose, some tachyzoites may remain extracellular, eliciting a humoral immune response, which is
adequate to control the extracellular parasites. Moreover,
antibodies would block the invasion of the parasites into
host cells, similar to what has been observed in other
protozoan parasites [49,50]. Further studies are needed
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to investigate the mechanisms by which the parasite
dose modulates the protective immune response.
In this paper, we report that the immunisation of mice
with naturally attenuated tachyzoites of the Nc-Spain
1 H isolate induced a protective immunity, which was
able to efficiently control both congenital and cerebral
neosporosis. All the immunising doses conferred a degree of protection against the vertical transmission of N.
caninum, and this protective efficacy was not dosedependent. These findings show that formulations containing low parasite doses of Nc-Spain 1 H isolate could
be a practical approach because it may favour the commercial manufacture of a live vaccine. Additionally, a
critical component in designing effective vaccines is an
understanding of the mechanisms by which the immune
system is able to protect the host. Further studies should
be conducted to address the duration of protection and
the immunological mechanisms that are involved in protective immunity.
Competing interests
None of the authors has any financial or personal relationships that could
inappropriately influence or bias the content of the paper.
Authors’ contributions
Conceived and designed the study: ECF, AP, LMO. Performed the
experiments: SRM, ECF, ILP, VRC. Analyzed the data: SRM, ILP. Guided the
method development and data analysis: ECF, LMO. Wrote the paper: SRM,
ECF, LMO. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.
Acknowledgements
We thank Diana Williams (Liverpool School of Tropical Medicine, Liverpool, U.
K.) for kindly providing the Nc-Liv isolate. We also thank Vanesa Navarro
Lozano and Alicia García Culebras for their excellent technical assistance. This
work was supported by projects from the Spanish Government and HIPRA
(REF. PTR1995-0777.OP) and from the Complutense University of Madrid and
HIPRA (Article 83, regulated by Ley Orgánica 6/2001, adopted 21 December
2001). Silvia Rojo Montejo was supported by a fellowship from Consejería de
Educación (Comunidad de Madrid). The Nc-Spain 1 H isolate has been
patented by the SALUVET group and HIPRA (P2005053163; PCT/
EP2006012296).
Author details
1
SALUVET, Animal Health Department, Faculty of Veterinary Sciences,
Complutense University of Madrid, Ciudad Universitaria s/n, Madrid 28040,
Spain. 2HIPRA, Avda de La Selva s/n, Amer 17170, Spain.
Received: 1 February 2012 Accepted: 23 July 2012
Published: 22 August 2012
References
1. Reichel MP, Ellis JT: If control of Neospora caninum infection is technically
feasible does it make economic sense? Vet Parasitol 2006, 142:23–34.
2. Innes EA, Bartley PM, Rocchi M, Benavidas-Silvan J, Burrells A, Hotchkiss E,
Chianini F, Canton G, Katzer F: Developing vaccines to control protozoan
parasites in ruminants: dead or alive? Vet Parasitol 2011, 180:155–163.
3. Lindsay DS, Lenz SD, Blagburn BL, Brake DA: Characterization of
temperature-sensitive strains of Neospora caninum in mice. J Parasitol
1999, 85:64–67.
4. Bartley PM, Wright S, Sales J, Chianini F, Buxton D, Innes EA: Long-term
passage of tachyzoites in tissue culture can attenuate virulence of
Neospora caninum in vivo. Parasitology 2006, 133:421–432.
5. Ramamoorthy S, Lindsay DS, Schurig GG, Boyle SM, Duncan RB, Vemulapalli
R, Sriranganathan N: Vaccination with gamma-irradiated Neospora

Rojo-Montejo et al. Veterinary Research 2012, 43:62
http://www.veterinaryresearch.org/content/43/1/62

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.
20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

caninum tachyzoites protects mice against acute challenge with N.
caninum. J Eukaryot Microbiol 2006, 53:151–156.
Miller CM, Quinn HE, Windsor PA, Ellis JT: Characterisation of the first
Australian isolate of Neospora caninum from cattle. Aust Vet J 2002,
80:620–625.
Pereira García-Melo D, Regidor-Cerrillo J, Collantes-Fernández E, Aguado-Martínez
A, Del Pozo I, Minguijón E, Gómez-Bautista M, Aduriz G, Ortega-Mora LM:
Pathogenic characterization in mice of Neospora caninum isolates obtained
from asymptomatic calves. Parasitology 2010, 137:1057–1068.
Rojo-Montejo S, Collantes-Fernández E, Regidor-Cerrillo J, Álvarez-García G,
Marugán-Hernández V, Pedraza-Díaz S, Blanco-Murcia J, Prenafeta A, OrtegaMora LM: Isolation and characterization of a bovine isolate of Neospora
caninum with low virulence. Vet Parasitol 2009, 159:7–16.
Regidor-Cerrillo J, Gómez-Bautista M, Del Pozo I, Jiménez-Ruiz E, Aduriz G,
Ortega-Mora LM: Influence of Neospora caninum intra-specific variability
in the outcome of infection in a pregnant BALB/c mouse model. Vet Res
2010, 41:52.
Regidor-Cerrillo J, Gómez-Bautista M, Sodupe I, Aduriz G, Álvarez-García G,
Del Pozo I, Ortega-Mora LM: In vitro invasion efficiency and intracellular
proliferation rate comprise virulence-related phenotypic traits of
Neospora caninum. Vet Res 2011, 42:41.
Rojo-Montejo S, Collantes-Fernández E, Blanco-Murcia J, Rodríguez-Bertos A,
Risco-Castillo V, Ortega-Mora LM: Experimental infection with a low
virulence isolate of Neospora caninum at 70 days gestation in cattle did
not result in foetopathy. Vet Res 2009, 40:49.
Hosken NA, Shibuya K, Heath AW, Murphy KM, O’Garra A: The effect of
antigen dose on CD4+ T helper cell phenotype development in a T cell
receptor-alpha beta-transgenic model. J Exp Med 1995, 182:1579–1584.
Rojo-Montejo S, Collantes-Fernández E, Regidor-Cerrillo J, Rodríguez-Bertos
A, Prenafeta A, Gómez-Bautista M, Ortega-Mora LM: Influence of adjuvant
and antigen dose on protection induced by an inactivated whole
vaccine against Neospora caninum infection in mice. Vet Parasitol 2011,
175:220–229.
Barber JS, Holmdahl OJ, Owen MR, Guy F, Uggla A, Trees AJ: Characterization
of the first European isolate of Neospora caninum (Dubey, Carpenter, Speer,
Topper and Uggla). Parasitology 1995, 111:563–568.
Pérez-Zaballos FJ, Ortega-Mora LM, Álvarez-García G, Collantes-Fernández E,
Navarro-Lozano V, García-Villada L, Costas E: Adaptation of Neospora
caninum isolates to cell-culture changes: an argument in favor of its
clonal population structure. J Parasitol 2005, 91:507–510.
Collantes-Fernández E, López-Pérez I, Álvarez-García G, Ortega-Mora LM:
Temporal distribution and parasite load kinetics in blood and tissues during
Neospora caninum infection in mice. Infect Immun 2006, 74:2491–2494.
López-Pérez IC, Risco-Castillo V, Collantes-Fernández E, Ortega-Mora LM:
Comparative effect of Neospora caninum infection in BALB/c mice at
three different gestation periods. J Parasitol 2006, 92:1286–1291.
López-Pérez IC, Collantes-Fernández E, Aguado-Martínez A, Rodríguez-Bertos
A, Ortega-Mora LM: Influence of Neospora caninum infection in BALB/c
mice during pregnancy in post-natal development. Vet Parasitol 2008,
155:175–183.
Whitten MK: Effect of exteroceptive factors on the oestrous cycle of mice.
Nature 1957, 180:1436.
Aguado-Martínez A, Álvarez-García G, Fernández-García A, Risco-Castillo V,
Marugán-Hernández V, Ortega-Mora LM: Failure of a vaccine using
immunogenic recombinant proteins rNcSAG4 and rNcGRA7 against
neosporosis in mice. Vaccine 2009, 27:7331–7338.
Rojo-Montejo S, Collantes-Fernández E, Rodríguez-Marcos S, Pérez-Zaballos
F, López-Pérez I, Prenafeta A, Ortega-Mora LM: Comparative efficacy of
immunization with inactivated whole tachyzoites versus a tachyzoitebradyzoite mixture against neosporosis in mice. Parasitology 2011,
138:1372–1383.
Buxton D, Maley SW, Wright S, Thomson KM, Rae AG, Innes EA: The
pathogenesis of experimental neosporosis in pregnant sheep. J Comp
Pathol 1998, 118:267–279.
Regidor-Cerrillo J, Pedraza-Díaz S, Gómez-Bautista M, Ortega-Mora LM:
Multilocus microsatellite analysis reveals extensive genetic diversity in
Neospora caninum. J Parasitol 2006, 92:517–524.
Pedraza-Díaz S, Marugán-Hernández V, Collantes-Fernández E, RegidorCerrillo J, Rojo-Montejo S, Gómez-Bautista M, Ortega-Mora LM:
Microsatellite markers for the molecular characterization of Neospora
caninum: application to clinical samples. Vet Parasitol 2009, 166:38–46.

Page 9 of 10

25. Long MT, Baszler TV, Mathison BA: Comparison of intracerebral parasite
load, lesion development, and systemic cytokines in mouse strains
infected with Neospora caninum. J Parasitol 1998, 84:316–320.
26. Bland JM, Altman DG: Survival probabilities (the Kaplan-Meier method).
BMJ 1998, 317:1572.
27. Bland JM, Altman DG: The logrank test. BMJ 2004, 328:1073.
28. Finney DJ: Probit analysis. London: Cambridge University Press; 1971.
29. Buxton D, Thomson K, Maley S, Wright S, Bos HJ: Vaccination of sheep
with a live incomplete strain (S48) of Toxoplasma gondii and their
immunity to challenge when pregnant. Vet Rec 1991, 129:89–93.
30. Miller C, Quinn H, Ryce C, Reichel MP, Ellis JT: Reduction in transplacental
transmission of Neospora caninum in outbred mice by vaccination.
Int J Parasitol 2005, 35:821–828.
31. Williams DJ, Guy CS, Smith RF, Ellis J, Bjorkman C, Reichel MP, Trees AJ:
Immunization of cattle with live tachyzoites of Neospora caninum
confers protection against fetal death. Infect Immun 2007, 75:1343–1348.
32. Reichel MP, Ellis JT: Neospora caninum–how close are we to
development of an efficacious vaccine that prevents abortion in cattle?
Int J Parasitol 2009, 39:1173–1187.
33. Bartley PM, Wright SE, Maley SW, Buxton D, Nath M, Innes EA: The
development of immune responses in Balb/c mice following inoculation
with attenuated or virulent Neospora caninum tachyzoites. Parasite
Immunol 2009, 31:392–401.
34. Regidor-Cerrillo J, Álvarez-García G, Pastor-Fernández I, Marugán-Hernández
V, Gómez-Bautista M, Ortega-Mora LM: Proteome expression changes
among virulent and attenuated Neospora caninum isolates. J Proteomics
2012, 75:2306–2318.
35. Khan IA, Schwartzman JD, Fonseka S, Kasper LH: Neospora caninum: role
for immune cytokines in host immunity. Exp Parasitol 1997, 85:24–34.
36. Yamane I, Kitani H, Kokuho T, Shibahara T, Haritani M, Hamaoka T, Shimizu
S, Koiwai M, Shimura K, Yokomizo Y: The inhibitory effect of interferon
gamma and tumor necrosis factor alpha on intracellular multiplication of
Neospora caninum in primary bovine brain cells. J Vet Med Sci 2000,
62:347–351.
37. Nishikawa Y, Tragoolpua K, Inoue N, Makala L, Nagasawa H, Otsuka H,
Mikami T: In the absence of endogenous gamma interferon, mice acutely
infected with Neospora caninum succumb to a lethal immune response
characterized by inactivation of peritoneal macrophages. Clin Diagn Lab
Immunol 2001, 8:811–816.
38. Eperon S, Bronnimann K, Hemphill A, Gottstein B: Susceptibility of B-cell
deficient C57BL/6 (microMT) mice to Neospora caninum infection.
Parasite Immunol 1999, 21:225–236.
39. Quinn HE, Miller CM, Ellis JT: The cell-mediated immune response to
Neospora caninum during pregnancy in the mouse is associated with a
bias towards production of interleukin-4. Int J Parasitol 2004, 34:723–732.
40. Bartley PM, Wright S, Chianini F, Buxton D, Innes EA: Inoculation of Balb/c
mice with live attenuated tachyzoites protects against a lethal challenge
of Neospora caninum. Parasitology 2008, 135:13–21.
41. Lundén A, Wright S, Allen JE, Buxton D: Immunisation of mice against
neosporosis. Int J Parasitol 2002, 32:867–876.
42. Marugán-Hernández V, Ortega-Mora LM, Aguado-Martínez A, Jiménez-Ruiz
E, Álvarez-García G: Transgenic Neospora caninum strains constitutively
expressing the bradyzoite NcSAG4 protein proved to be safe and
conferred significant levels of protection against vertical transmission
when used as live vaccines in mice. Vaccine 2011, 29:7867–7874.
43. Al-Qassab S, Reichel MP, Ivens A, Ellis JT: Genetic diversity amongst
isolates of Neospora caninum, and the development of a multiplex assay
for the detection of distinct strains. Mol Cell Probes 2009, 23:132–139.
44. Uzonna JE, Bretscher PA: Anti-IL-4 antibody therapy causes regression of
chronic lesions caused by medium-dose Leishmania major infection in
BALB/c mice. Eur J Immunol 2001, 31:3175–3184.
45. Uzonna JE, Joyce KL, Scott P: Low dose Leishmania major promotes a
transient T helper cell type 2 response that is down-regulated by interferon
gamma-producing CD8+ T cells. J Exp Med 2004, 199:1559–1566.
46. Ferrua B, Luci C, Le Fichoux Y, Paul A, Marty P: Imprinting of BALB/c mice
with low Leishmania infantum parasite dose markedly protects spleen
against high-dose challenge. Vaccine 2006, 24:589–596.
47. Kaur S, Kaur T, Garg N, Mukherjee S, Raina P, Athokpam V: Effect of dose
and route of inoculation on the generation of CD4+ Th1/Th2 type of
immune response in murine visceral leishmaniasis. Parasitol Res 2008,
103:1413–1419.

Rojo-Montejo et al. Veterinary Research 2012, 43:62
http://www.veterinaryresearch.org/content/43/1/62

Page 10 of 10

48. Baszler TV, Long MT, McElwain TF, Mathison BA: Interferon-gamma and
interleukin-12 mediate protection to acute Neospora caninum infection
in BALB/c mice. Int J Parasitol 1999, 29:1635–1646.
49. Gaffar FR, Yatsuda AP, Franssen FF, de Vries E: Erythrocyte invasion by
Babesia bovis merozoites is inhibited by polyclonal antisera directed
against peptides derived from a homologue of Plasmodium falciparum
apical membrane antigen 1. Infect Immun 2004, 72:2947–2955.
50. Zhang H, Compaore MK, Lee EG, Liao M, Zhang G, Sugimoto C, Fujisaki K,
Nishikawa Y, Xuan X: Apical membrane antigen 1 is a cross-reactive
antigen between Neospora caninum and Toxoplasma gondii, and the
anti-NcAMA1 antibody inhibits host cell invasion by both parasites.
Mol Biochem Parasitol 2007, 151:205–212.
doi:10.1186/1297-9716-43-62
Cite this article as: Rojo-Montejo et al.: Evaluation of the protection
conferred by a naturally attenuated Neospora caninum isolate against
congenital and cerebral neosporosis
in mice. Veterinary Research 2012 43:62.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of:
• Convenient online submission
• Thorough peer review
• No space constraints or color ﬁgure charges
• Immediate publication on acceptance
• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar
• Research which is freely available for redistribution
Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

