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Abstract 
 
Bovine enzootic leukosis (EBL), caused by the Bovine leukemia virus (BLV), is a retroviral disease of major veterinary 
and economic significance worldwide. Although the primary impact is on animal health, the presence of viral genetic 
material in milk and lymphoid tissues has raised concerns regarding food safety and possible zoonotic potential. 
Pasteurization considerably reduces viral infectivity, but complete inactivation remains debated, while ultra-high 
temperature (UHT) treatment eliminates viral RNA. BLV has not been detected in bovine muscle tissue, yet lymph nodes, 
spleen, and liver may act as reservoirs. The European Union applies strict eradication programs and prohibits the 
marketing of raw milk from BLV-positive cattle, while the United States and Canada permit products from infected 
animals provided thermal processing is ensured. This paper provides a systematic review of scientific evidence, 
international legislation, and risk management strategies. The findings emphasize the importance of harmonized global 
standards, strict hygiene, and continued surveillance to ensure consumer confidence and protect food safety. 
 
Key words: Bovine leukemia virus, enzootic bovine leukosis, milk, meat, food safety, legislation 
 
 

 
Bovine enzootic leukosis (EBL) is a chronic 

infectious disease caused by Bovine leukemia virus 
(BLV), a deltaretrovirus belonging to the family 
Retroviridae. It primarily targets B-lymphocytes, 
where it integrates into the host genome and 
establishes lifelong infection (Gillet et al., 2017). 
The disease occurs worldwide and has been the 
subject of eradication campaigns in many developed 
countries. Despite these efforts, BLV remains 
endemic in several regions, especially in North and 
South America, parts of Asia, and Eastern Europe 
(Polat et al., 2017; Mesa et al., 2021). 
Epidemiological surveys estimate prevalence rates 
of 30–50% in North American dairy herds, 10–20% 
in parts of Europe, and up to 70% in some Latin 
American herds. By contrast, countries such as 
Australia, New Zealand, and several EU Member 
States have successfully eradicated the infection 
through test-and-slaughter programs combined with 
strict trade regulations (WOAH, 2023). 

The economic consequences of EBL are 
considerable. Infected animals may show reduced 
milk yield, reproductive inefficiency, increased 
susceptibility to secondary diseases, and shortened 
lifespan. Lymphosarcoma develops in about 1–5% 
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of infected cattle, leading to direct losses due to 
carcass condemnation at slaughter and the 
premature death of high-value breeding stock 
(Rodríguez et al., 2020). Indirect losses are equally 
significant, as many countries restrict the import of 
live cattle or animal products from regions where 
BLV remains endemic. The cost of eradication and 
surveillance programs, while high, is often 
outweighed by the long-term benefits of disease-
free status, both in terms of herd health and 
international trade opportunities (EFSA, 2019). 

From a public health perspective, BLV has 
been debated as a potential zoonotic agent. Several 
studies have detected viral DNA fragments and 
antibodies in human samples, sparking concern over 
possible cross-species transmission (Buehring et al., 
2015; Buehring et al., 2019). Although no causal 
link has been definitively established, some 
epidemiological investigations suggest an 
association between BLV exposure and certain 
human cancers, particularly breast cancer. These 
findings remain controversial, yet they underline the 
importance of applying the precautionary principle 
in food safety policy. 

Legislative approaches vary widely. The 
European Union has adopted one of the strictest 


