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PRV (Piscine orthoreovirus) 

 

Salmon Aquaculture and PRV 

PRV was introduced to BC waters by the salmon 

farming industry at some point between 1981 and 

1997, according to genomic analysis performed in 

the DFO Nanaimo lab1. It probably arrived with 

imported eggs in the early days of salmon farming 

in BC. 

One of the major concerns about viruses on salmon 

farms is that the farm environment provides the 

ideal conditions for a virus to mutate, becoming 

more infective. Different strains of PRV are known 

to exist in the world’s salmon farming regions.  In 

Norway, for example, PRV is responsible for killing 

up to 20 percent of farmed stock.4 

 

 

In Canada, we have no way of knowing how much 

mortality is caused by PRV on salmon feedlots. This 

is because the Department of Fisheries and Oceans 

asked veterinarians—both their own and those 

employed in the industry—to vote on a definition 

of the disease caused by the virus in Atlantic 

salmon. The definition they chose is different from 

the diagnostic criteria used everywhere else in the 

world. It virtually guarantees that the disease will 

never be diagnosed on a Canadian feedlot. 

Sick fish in a salmon feedlot will often recover, as 

they don’t have to compete for their food or evade 

predators. While they recover, they shed virus 

particles into coastal ocean waters where it may be 

picked up by emerging juvenile salmon in the 

spring, or adults returning in the summer and fall. 

To date, despite clear evidence to the contrary, 

DFO continues to claim that PRV is not a “disease 

agent” because (see above) the disease it in fact 

causes has been defined out of existence. Salmon 

farmers seeking to transfer smolts from their 

hatcheries to the ocean do not need to screen for 

the virus as a result. 

Wild Chinook salmon have been shown to be far 

more likely to be infected with PRV the closer 

they are to salmon farms. This suggests strongly 

that transmission of the virus between wild and 

farmed stock is occurring. In the wild, PRV will be 

controlled by the death of diseased fish, while 

their caged counterparts live on, shedding 

infective particles of the virus into our coastal 

waters. 

  

These are the top findings about PRV: 

1. DFO allows fish with the virus to be transferred 

from hatcheries to the open net pens in the ocean, 

despite knowing since at least 2011 that it can cause 

disease in wild salmon. 

2. DFO refused to allow Dr. Kristi Miller to publish her 

ground-breaking paper describing the above findings. 

It took an order from the Information Commissioner 

to obtain the paper, which wasn’t released until more 

than a decade after it was written. 

3. PRV is now in circulation in the Pacific, being 

‘traded’ by wild and farmed fish. The virus is so 

widespread that DFO claims all farms are infected 

within 100 days of being stocked. 

4. PRV causes a disease in wild Chinook salmon 

known as jaundice/anaemia. It attacks the red blood 

cells, causing them to rupture and eventually kill the 

fish. 

5. PRV causes different diseases in the various species 

of salmon. Penned Atlantic salmon will often recover 

from the disease. Wild Pacific salmon are more likely 

to die, whether from the disease itself or from 

reduced ability to feed and evade predators.2,3 
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