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Abstract

Background: Lyme disease caused by Borrelia burgdorferi sensu lato complex is an important endemic zoonosis
whose distribution is closely related to the main ixodid tick vectors. In China, isolated cases of Lyme disease infection
of humans have been reported in 29 provinces. Ticks, especially ixodid ticks are abundant and a wide arrange of
Borrelia natural reservoirs are present. In this study, we developed a reverse line blot (RLB) to identify Borrelia spp. in
ticks collected from sheep and cattle in 7 Provinces covering the main extensive livestock regions in China.

Results: Four species-specific RLB oligonucleotide probes were deduced from the spacer region between the 5S-
23S rRNA gene, along with an oligonucleotide probe which was common to all. The species specific probes were
shown to discriminate between four genomic groups of B. burgdorferi sensu lato i.e. B. burgdorferi sensu stricto, B.
garinii, B. afzelii, and B. valaisiana, and to bind only to their respective target sequences, with no cross reaction to
non target DNA. Furthermore, the RLB could detect between 0.1 pg and 1 pg of Borrelia DNA.
A total of 723 tick samples (Haemaphysalis, Boophilus, Rhipicephalus and Dermacentor) from sheep and cattle were
examined with RLB, and a subset of 667 corresponding samples were examined with PCR as a comparison. The
overall infection rate detected with RLB was higher than that of the PCR test.
The infection rate of B. burgdoreri sensu stricto was 40% in south areas; while the B. garinii infection rate was 40%
in north areas. The highest detection rates of B. afzelii and B. valaisiana were 28% and 22%, respectively. Mixed
infections were also found in 7% of the ticks analyzed, mainly in the North. The proportion of B. garinii genotype
in ticks was overall highest at 34% in the whole investigation area.

Conclusion: In this study, the RLB assay was used to detect B. burgdorferi sensu lato in ticks collected from sheep and
cattle in China. The results showed that B. burdorferi senso stricto and B. afzelii were mainly distributed in the South;
while B. garinii and B. valaisiana were dominant in the North. Borrelia spirochaetes were detected in Rhipicephalus spp
for the first time. It is suggested that the Rhipicephalus spps might play a role in transmitting Borrelia spirochaetes.

Background
Lyme borreliosis has been recognized as the one of most
common vector-borne diseases in the world. The disease
was first reported in the USA by Steere in 1975. Subse-
quently its clinical manifestations were described by a
scholar in Yale University in 1977, and named Lyme

disease in 1980 [1]. Burgdorfer and his colleagues iso-
lated a spirochete and confirmed it as the causative
agent of Lyme disease [2]. The spirochaete was formally
named Borrelia burgdorferi in 1984 [3].
Lyme disease is distributed in over 30 countries and

regions of Asia, Europe, America, Africa and Oceania,
with more than 0.3 million clinical cases per year [4]. In
the USA, it is particularly severe with approximately 20-
100 cases per 100,000 [5]. The number of cases is
increasing, and the disease was listed as a key target for
prevention and control by WHO in 1992 [6].
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In China, the disease was first identified in the forest
regions of Hailin county in Heilongjiang province in
1986 [7]. Liang and Zhang latter confirmed that three B.
burgdorferi isolates from the region caused Lyme disease
[8]. To date, serological investigations have confirmed
that Lyme disease is present in more than 29 provinces
and autonomous regions, and more than 130 isolates of
B. burgdorferi have been recovered from patients, ticks
or animals in 19 provinces and autonomous regions
[9,10], especially in the northeast forest areas. The pre-
valence of Lyme disease correlates with the geographic
distribution and activity of vector ticks [11]. Of the 109
species of ticks identified in China, Lyme disease patho-
gens have been isolated from 9 Ixodid ticks, including
Ixodes persulcatus, I. granulatus, I. acutitarsus, H. longi-
cornis, H. bispinosa, H. concinna, H. formosensis, Boophi-
lus microplus and Dermacentor silvarum[12].
The B. burgdorferi sensu lato complex comprises at

least 13 species, B. burgdorferi sensu stricto, B. garinii,
B. afzelii, B. lusitaniae, B. valaisiana, B. bissettii, B.
andersonii, B. japonica, B. tanukii, B. turdi, B. sinica, B.
spielmanii and B. californiensis. The following five spe-
cies of B. burgdorferi have been isolated from ticks: B.
burgdorferi sensu stricto (I. scapularis, I. dammini, I.
ricinus and I. pacificus), B. garinii (I. ricinus and I. per-
sulcatus), B. afzelii (I. ricinus and I. persulcatus), B. lusi-
taniae (I. ricinus) and B. valaisiana (I. ricinus and I.
columnae) [13-17].
In this study, we developed a reverse line blot (RLB)

to detect and differentiate 4 B. burgdorferi sensu lato
species on the basis of the variable spacer region regions
between 5S and 23S rRNA genes sequences. We then
used the RLB to investigate the distribution and preva-
lence of B. burgdorferi sensu lato in China.

Results
Specificity of the RLB
Amplification of the 5S-23S rRNA gene internal tran-
scribed spacer was performed by nested PCR on four
isolates (Figure 1.). The primers specifically amplified
the spacer region between 5S-23SrRNA genes
sequence from Borrelia and no cross-reaction occurred
with DNAs from M. pneumoniae, C. psittasi, Ana-
plasma. marginale and A. ovis. All probes bound to
their respective target sequence only; no cross reaction
was observed at dilutions used, resulting in the clear
recognition of individual strains, species, or groups.
Each of the 4 B. burgdorferi species was identified by
one of the oligonucleotide probes (Table 1). Isolate
BO23 was identified by two oligonucleotide probes: Sl
(453-430), and a specific probe recognizing Af (305-
278), isolate B31 was identified by two oligonucleotides
probes: the Sl (453-430), and a specific probe recogniz-
ing Ss (322-299). Isolates SZ, T25, PBr, 20047, IP90

and TN were recognized by two oligonucleotides as
well: Sl (453-430), and a specific probe recognizing Ga
(322-298). Isolate VS116 was identified by two oligonu-
cleotide probes: Sl (453-430), and a specific probe
recognizing Vs (303-278), No signal was detected from
genomic DNA of M. pneumoniae, C. psittasi, A. mar-
ginale and A. ovis, or water (Figure 2).

Comparison of sensitivity of nested PCR and RLB
Sensitivity of the RLB was assessed using 10 fold diluted
genomic DNA (10-1~10-12) of B. burgdorferi sensu
stricto, B. garinii, B. afzelii, and B. valaisiana. The RLB
system was capable of detecting 1pg of B. burgdorferi
sensu stricto, B. afzelii, DNA and 0.1pg of B. garinii, B.
valaisiana DNA. The detection level of the nested PCR
carried out in parallel was also restricted to about
1pg~0.1pg (Figure 3). Unlike the nested PCR, the RLB
was able to identify which species B. burgdorferi sensu
stricto, B. garinii or B. afzelii, the tick was infected with.

Detection of B. burgdorferi sensu lato in ticks collected
from sheep and cattle in China
The prevalence of each B. burgdorferi species was identi-
fied by RLB and PCR (Table 2). The number of samples
in which B. burgdorferi sensu stricto, B. garinii, B. afze-
lii, or B. valaisiana alone were detected were 201 (28%),
245 (34%), 160 (22%), 85 (12%) respectively (Table 2),
and 7% (50/723) were mixed infections and mainly in
northern China. For the positive samples from southern
China, it was found that the majority (40%) of them
were infected with B. burgdorfei sensu stricto, while B.
garinii was dominant (40%) in the positive samples from
northern China. The results have revealed that most of
the positive samples were infected by B. burgdorfei
sensu stricto, B. garinii and/or B. afzelii. Sixty-nine sam-
ples (Shangzhi and Huichun), 15 samples (Lintan) and 1
sample (Huaihua) were detected from Dermacentor,
Haemaphysalis and Boophilus, which belonged to B.
valaisiana.

Figure 1 The second PCR amplification of the 5S-23S
intergenic spacer region. Lanes 1-14:BO23: Borrelia. afzelii; B31:
Borrelia.burgdorferi sensu stricto; SZ, T25, PBr, 20047, IP90, TN:
Borrelia. garinii;VS116: Borrelia. valaisiana; Mycoplasma
ovipneumoniane,, Chlamydia psittacii, Anaplasma marginale,
Anaplasma ovis and pathogen-free tick DNA as negative controls.
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Discussion
Lyme disease is a tick-borne disease caused by Borrelia.
Animals such as cattle, sheep, horses, dogs and rats can
be infected by the pathogen, and in most cases, play a
role as reservoirs with varied clinical symptoms [18-20].
Lyme disease spirochetes have been isolated and
detected from the following tick vectors: Ixodes persul-
catus, I. crenulatus, Haemaphysalis longicornis, H. japo-
nica, Boophilus microplus, Dermacentor silvarum and D.
nuttalli [21]. The main mode of transmission is via the
salivary gland when infected ticks feed on mammalian

hosts. The infection rate of I. persulcatus, I. granulates
and H. bispinosa were 40%-50%, 16%-40% and 24%
respectively in north of China, suggesting that I. persul-
catus is the principal vector of Lyme disease spirochete
in northern China, while I. granulates and H. bispinosa
are the main vectors in the south of China [22].
Although Lyme disease was found more than 20 years

ago in China, knowledge of the epidemiology of the cau-
sative organism in the tick vectors is limited. We there-
fore considered that it would be very useful to develop a
validated method to detect all four Lyme disease patho-
gens associated with ticks to better understand the epi-
demiology of the disease in different regions of China.
The RLB assay was here developed into a useful diag-

nostic tool to simultaneously detect and differentiate B.
burgdorferi subspecies in ticks. Each species can be iden-
tified by a species-specific oligonucleotide probe using a
line-blotter apparatus which is quickly becoming a stan-
dard molecular tool for diagnostic and epidemiological
studies in an increasing number of laboratories all over
the world. In this study, a RLB assay was established
based on the spacer region between 5S and 23S rRNA
genes of B. burgdorferi senso lato. B. burgdorferi sensu
stricto, B garinii, B. afzelii, and B. valaisiana as decribed
Barandika et al [23]. All four Borrelia species could be
differentiated with 4 species-specific oligonucleotides
while the oligonucleotide probe Sl designed specifically
for the genera of B. burgdorferi hybridized with all 4
species. Any new species or genotype that may present
would therefore be detected by the SI probe but not by
the species-specific probes. Meanwhile, in order to con-
firm whether there was false positives, the sequence ana-
lysis of 120 samples was conducted for amplicons (PCR
product) from these samples by random sampling. In all
cases, it was found that the fragment was about 400 bp
and 250bp, and the homology was 99.5% and 99.2%
with the 5S-23S rRNA intergenic spacer region gene of
B. burgdorferi by DNAstar analysis, suggesting that the
ticks were infected by B. burgdorferi sensu lato. The

Figure 2 Reverse line blot (RLB) assay specificity test for
Borrelia burgdorferi. Sl: Probe of Borrelia burgdorferi sensu lato; Ga:
Probe of Borrelia.garinii; Ss: Probe of Borrelia.burgdorferi sensu stricto;
Af: Probe of Borrelia. afzelii;Vs: Probe of Borrelia. valaisiana; row 1-14:
BO23: Borrelia. afzelii; B31: Borrelia.burgdorferi sensu stricto; SZ, T25,
PBr, 20047, IP90, TN: Borrelia. garinii;VS116: Borrelia. valaisiana;
Mycoplasma ovipneumoniane, Chlamydia psittacii infections,
Anaplasma marginale, Anaplasma ovis and pathogen-free tick DNA
as negative control.

Table 1 Species and their recognition pattern by oligonuclotide probes

Isolate designation Species Oligonucleotide*

Species-specific Group-specific

BO23 B. afzelii Af

B31 B. burgdorferi s.s. Ss

T25 B. garinii

PBr B. garinii

SZ B. garinii Ga Sl

20047 B. garinii

IP90 B. garinii

TN B. garinii

VS116 B. valaisiana Vs

*See Table 3 for oligonucleotide sequence data.
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RLB was a reliable diagnostic tool and when PCR ampli-
fication steps were included, the specificity was further
improved. Different strains can be detected concur-
rently, and coinfection of different strains of B. burgdor-
feri sensu lato could be distinguished.
We have shown here that the infection rate of Borrelia

spirochaetes in ticks varies considerably between differ-
ent geographical regions. B. burgdorferi sensu stricto is

found more frequently in the South (Laibin and Huai-
hua) and B. garinii more frequently in the Northeast
(Shangzhi and Huichun) and Northwest (Lintan), this is
not accordance with the recent reports [24]. Our results
do not agree with previous findings which suggest that
B. afzelii is the dominant species in northeast China.
However, in the present study, the B. afzelii infection
rate of samples from the north was lower than those

Table 2 Comparison of the results of examination of field tick samples by RLB and PCR

Origin Genra of tick No. of tick infected/examined

RLB PCR

BB BG BA BV Mixa

Huaihua Boophilus 62/146(42) 54/146(37) 33/146(23) 1/146(0.7) 44/146(30)

Nanping Haemaphysali 3/39(7.6) 16/39(41) 1/39(2.6) 1/39(2.6)

Huizhou Rhipicephalus 4/48(8.3) 7/48(14.6) 3/48(6.3) 14/45(31)

Laibin Boophilus 41/42(98) 3/42(7) 41/42(98) 15/39(38)

Total in south 110/275(40) 80/275(29) 78/275(28) 1/275(0.4) 74/269(27)

Shangzhi Dermacentor 44/154(29) 91/154(59) 44/154(29) 54/154(35) 33/154(21) 7/134(5)

Huichun Dermacentor 24/160(15) 34/160(21) 16/160(10) 15/160(9.4) 9/160(5.6) 3/130(2.3)

Total in Northeast 68/314(22) 125/314(40) 60/314(19) 69/314(22) 42/314(13) 10/264(4)

Lintan Haemaphysalis 23/134(17) 43/134(32) 22/134(16) 15/134(11) 8/134(6) 10/134(7)

Total 201/723(28) 248/723(34) 160/723(22) 85/723(12) 50/723(7) 94/667(14)
aBB: B. burgdorferi sensu stricto, BG: B. garinii, BA: B. afzelii, BV: B. valaisiana

Mix: a tick is infected by more than one species of B. burgdorferi.

1 

2 

3 

4 

Figure 3 The sensitivity of the RLB assay for B. burgdorferi sensu lato. Plate 1 shows the sensitivity of the nested-PCR using Ba and Bb
probes; Plate 2 shows the sensitivity of RLB using Ba and Bb probes; Plate 3 shows the sensitivity of the nest-PCR using Bg and Bv probes; Plate
4 shows the sensitivity of the RLB of using Bg and Bv probes. Lane1-12: 100-11 10 × fold dilution DNA of Genome for B.burgdorferi sensu lato
Row 1-6: oligonucleotide probe of B. burgdorferi sensu lato (Sl); oligonucleotide probe of B. burgdorferi sensustricto; (Ss); oligonucleotide probe
of B. garinii( Ga); oligonucleotide probe of B. afzelii (Af); oligonucleotide probe of B. valaisiana (Vs); oligonucleotide probe of B. burgdorferi sensu
lato (Sl).

Niu et al. BMC Veterinary Research 2011, 7:17
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1746-6148/7/17

Page 4 of 9



samples infected with B. garinii and B. burgdorferi sensu
stricto. Although the infection rate of ticks with B. afze-
lii was 19%, which was much higher than that pre-
viously reported [25], the low infection rate of B. afzelii
might be associated with the limited number of ticks
collected from field. Another explanation could be that
the tick infection rate of each of the four Borrelia varies
among samples from different regions, and it is possible
that samples in this study were collected from areas
where the tick infection rate of B. afzelii is lower.
To the best of our knowledge, this is the first study in

which Lyme disease species of B. burgdorferi sensu lato
were detected by RLB in field ticks in China. The preva-
lence and distribution of Borrelia spirochaetes in ticks
are key factors for risk assessment of Lyme borreliosis.
From our results, it could be seen that B. garinii is the
dominant species and widely distributed in China, which
agrees with the previous data [26-28]. B. afzelii and B.
burgdorferi sensu stricto have been found only in a lim-
ited number of ticks, however, the tick infection rate
with B. burgdorferi sensu stricto was higher than that of
B. afzelii, which is different from previously reported.
B. valaisiana has only been isolated from rats from

Guizhou Province in China and it has been assumed
that distribution of B. valaisiana is confined to the
southwest of China [29]. In this study B. valaisiana
was detected in relatively high levels in the samples
from northeast China (Table 2). Masuzawa et al [30]
have confirmed that B. valaisiana is present in Korea
which is geographically very close to northeast China.
The prevalence of B. valaisiana varied among our
study sites. It could be inferred that the distribution of
B. valaisiana is much wider than originally thought.
Previous reports suggested that B. valaisiana was more
difficult to isolate from clinically diagnosed cases of
Lyme Borreliosis than genomospecies B. burgdorferi
sensu stricto, B. afzelii and B. garinii [14,31]. As most
of the current prevalence data on Lyme disease are
from human medical institutions and identification of
Borrelia is based on the isolation, it is reasonable to
believe that in northeast China, B. valaisiana is more
prevalent but may be misdiagnosed due to the diffi-
culty of isolation of the pathogen.
We collected samples of four genera of ticks from

sheep and cattle, which were Haemaphysalis (n = 173),
Boophilus (n = 188), Rhipicephalus (n = 48) and Derma-
centor (n = 314) from seven regions, where the primary
forests are preserved. The infection rates of the four
genera of ticks with the four species of Borrelia burgdor-
feri l were 15%, 34%, 13% and 0.8% (Haemaphysalis),
54%, 28%, 39% and 0.05% (Boophilus), 0.8%, 1.4%, 0.6%
and 0% (Rhipicephalus), and 21%, 39%, 19% and 22%
(Dermacentor); while the infection rates detected by
PCR were 6% (Haemaphysalis), 32% (Boophilus), 31%

(Rhipicephalus) and 4% (Dermacentor) [31]. Recently,
Richter and Matuschka (2010) have found that although
about a quarter of I. ricinus ticks questing on the pas-
ture were infected by spirochetes, the positive rate of
the ticks collected from goats and cattle was much
lower, and no molted ticks that had previously engorged
or repletion on ruminant harbored Lyme disease spiro-
chetes [32]. The authors also concluded that the spiro-
chetes are cleared from I. ricinus ticks during feeding on
ruminants. To confirm this hypothesis, more engorged
ticks of these four species should be collected to test the
status of spirochete infection of their offspring. In the
present study, the results indicated that the positive
detection rates of the RLB technique were higher than
that by PCR. We further confirmed the sensitivity of the
RLB, and the detection results of the infection state of
three genera of ticks are also consistent with two meth-
ods on the whole, except for the results with Rhipice-
phalus. It has been still unknown yet why the positive
rate by PCR was higher than by RLB with the Rhipice-
phalus samples. Our data suggests that the infection
rate of different genera of ticks is also variable. However,
the differences in infection rates among tick species
were not statistically significant, and these differences
could be due to geographical and seasonal variations of
tick and host populations rather than tick vector compe-
tence. Because the ticks were collected from animals
which could have been already infected with Borrelia
burgdorferi, we can therefore only say that these ticks
are potential vectors. The data showed the infection rate
of Boophilus with Borrelia was relatively high and this
species might play a role in transmission of Lyme dis-
eases [21,33]. As Boophilus does not readily attach to
humans, it could transmit the pathogen between cattle
and perhaps sheep, and these infected animals would
become reservoirs for other tick species which will
attach to humans. These results are consistent with pre-
vious studies and confirm that Boophilus plays an
important role in Lyme disease transmission amongst
livestock. It has been reported that Haemaphysalis and
Dermacentor are the vectors of Lyme disease [27,34] yet
Rhipicephalus spp. have not previously been confirmed
as vectors. In this study, we detected Borrelia burgdor-
feri in Rhipicephalus spp suggesting that Rhipicephalus
spp. might transmit Borrelia burgdorferi. In the present
study, it was not possible to confirm that these four
genera of ticks were capable of transmitting Borrelia
sporochaetes, and the competence of the ticks as vector
will need to be determined by further experimental
study.

Conclusion
This study reports development of a RLB assay that is
able to detect 4 species of B. burgdorferi sensu lato in
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field ticks simultaneously. The genomic DNA of B.
burdorferi senso stricto and B. afzelii, B. garinii and B.
valaisiana have been detected in samples prepared
from 4 genera of ticks collected from seven different
areas in China. These findings extend the knowledge
of the epidemiology of Borrelia burgdorferi and its pos-
sible transmission by adult ticks in China. RLB is a
powerful tool for such epidemiological studies and for
further investigation of the association between tick
vectors B. burgdorferi sensu lato species and clinical
manifestations of Lyme disease. It can also be used for
screening ticks and can easily be expanded to include
additional Borrelia species. We also demonstrated that
Rhipicephalus spps are the potential vectors of Borrelia
burgdorferi. Several tick species may be involved in the
transmission of Borrelia in China and the high infec-
tion rate suggests that there is a high risk of human
infection. Little is known of the epidemiology, diagno-
sis and control of Lyme borreliosis in livestock, and
more research is needed.

Methods
Borrelia strains and culture
Three B. burgdorferi sensu lato strains, B. burgdorferi
sensu stricto (B31), B. afzelii (BO23) were purchased
from American Type Culture Collection. B. garinii (SZ)
was isolated from Dermacentor ticks as described by
Niu et al. [35]. The spirochaetes were cultured in BSKII
medium at 33°C as described previously [18]. DNA of
standard Borrelia genotypes used in the study was pro-
vided by Dr. Fingerle (Nationales Referenzzentrum für
Borrelien Max von Pettenkofer-Institut, LMU München)
in Germany. The designations and origins of the strains
are given in Table 1[34,13,36].

Control samples
DNA is from four species of bacteria, Mycoplasma ovip-
neumoniane, Chlamydia psittacii infections, Anaplasma
marginale and Anaplasma ovis, were provided by collea-
gues in Lanzhou Veterinary Research Institute, CAAS
and used as negative controls.
DNA from adult Haemaphysalis qinghaiensis was also

used a control. The ticks were originally collected from
sheep, goats and cattle in Lintan county, Gansu pro-
vince. Prior to DNA extraction, the final generation of
ticks was fed on splenectomised sheep to confirm
absence of any tick borne pathogens. The examination
of the sheep by microscopy and PCR proved that the
sheep has not been infected by Borrelia. Furthermore,
the same DNA was tested by both PCR and RLB, and
the results were negative. Therefore, the remaining
unfed adult ticks of H. qinghaiensis were designated a
Borrelia-free strain of H. qinghaiensis.

Field samples
From March to August in 2009 (Figure 4), ticks (n =
723) were collected on cattle and sheep from Nanping
in Fujian province, Huizhou in Guangdong province,
Laibin in Guangxi province, Huaihua in Hunan pro-
vince, Shangzhi in Heilongjiang province, Huichun in
Jilin province and Lintan in Gansu province. Ticks were
identified to genus using keys previously described by
Deng and Jiang 1991 [37].

Tick DNA extraction
Each tick was soaked in 70% ethanol in 15 min, dried,
and ground in a separate 1.5 ml Eppendorf tube to
avoid cross contamination. The sample was incubated
with proteinase K for 2h at 56°C, and then boiled at
100°C for 10 min to inactivate proteinase K. After cen-
trifugation, the supernatant was transferred to a fresh
sterile microtube, and DNA was extracted using a
Genomic DNA Purifcation Kit (Gentra, USA) according
to the manufacturer’s instructions.

Primers and probes
Two pairs of primers were designed from 5S-23S rRNA
intergenic spacer region [38,39]. They are: 23SN1 (5’-
ACCATAGACTCTTATTACTTTGAC-3’ 469-446),
23SC (5’-TAAGCTGACTAATACTAATTACCC-3’ 92-
115) and 5SCB (5’-biotin-GAGAGTAGGTTATTGC-
CAGGG-3’ 243-263), 23SN2 (5’-ACCATAGACTCT-
TATTACTTTGACCA-3’ 469-444).
Species-specific RLB oligonucleotide probes were

deduced from the hypervariable 5S-23S rRNA gene inter-
genic spacer region (Table 3). All the specific oligonu-
cleotide probes contained a N-(trifluoroacetamidohexyl-
cyanoethyl, N, N-diisopropyl phosphoramidite [TFA])-
C6 amino linker and were diluted to 10-1,200 pmol/150
μl in 500 mM NaHCO3 (pH 8.4) to provide optimal sen-
sitivity and specificity (summarized in Table 4).

Nested PCR amplification
All DNA samples of ticks and B. burgdorferi sensu lato
isolates were amplified in duplicate by nested PCR.
Genomic DNA of M. pneumoniae, Chlamydia psittacii,
A. marginale and A. ovis, and water were used as con-
trols. Primers, Taq DNA polymerase and buffers were
obtained from TakaRa (Dalian, China). The first PCR
was performed in a reaction volume of 50 μl. For each
sample, the PCR mixture was prepared as follows: H2O
38.7 μl, 10 × reaction buffer (200 mM Tris-HCl (pH
8.55), 160 mM (NH4)2SO4 and 20 mM MgCl2) 5 μl, 10
mM dNTP 4 μl, 50 pmol each of primers 23 SN1 and
23 SC, Taq polymerase 1.8 U and 1 μl of DNA sample
or water. PCR amplification was performed in an auto-
matic DNA thermocycler (Eppendorf). The program for
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the first PCR consisted of an initial denaturation at 94°C
for 3 min followed by the thermal cycle reaction pro-
gram of 1 min at 94°C, 90 s at 50°C, and 90 s at 72°C
for 40 cycles with a final extension step at 72°C for 5
min. Samples were held at 4°C until analysis. 1 μl of the
product from the first PCRs was added to the second
PCR tubes containing reaction mixture which were then
were briefly vortexed, centrifuged and then transferred
to a thermal cycler. After a denaturation step, (1 min at

94°C), 40 rounds of temperature cycling (94°C for 30 s,
55°C for 30 s, and 72°C for 1 min) were performed.

Analysis of amplified products and sequence analysis
All PCR products were separated electrophoretically in
1.5% agarose and visualized under UV light after ethi-
dium bromide staining.
Nine independent positive clones for each B. burgdor-

feri sensu lato isolates were sequenced using the BigDye

Figure 4 Map of China showing the number of ticks examined in each of the seven regions in this study.

Table 3 Sequence, concentration and position of specific oligonucleotide probes for B. burgdorferi sensu lato

Type of primers and isolate Oligonucleotide Sequence(5’-3’) Concentration used
(pmol)

Position on 5S-23S
intergenic spacer region

23SN1 ACCATAGACTCTTATTACTTTGAC 50 469-446

23SC TAAGCTGACTAATACTAATTACCC 50 92-115

5SCB biotin-GAGAGTAGGTTATTGCCAGGG 50 243-263

23SN2 ACCATAGACTCTTATTACTTTGACCA 50 469-444

B.burgdorfei sensu lato (S1) a-CTTTGACCATATTTTTATCTTCCA 800 453-430

B. burgdorferi sensu stricto (Ss) a-AACACCAATATTTAAAAAACATAA 20 322-299

B. garinii (Ga) a-AACATGAACATCTAAAAACATAAA 10 322-298

B. afzelii (Af) a-AACATTTAAAAAATAAATTCAAGG 200 305-278

B. valaisiana (Vs) a-CATTAAAAAAATATAAAAAATAAATTTAAGG 10 303-278
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Terminator Mix (TaKaRa Company, China). The
sequences of the first PCR was size of approximately
362-392 bp, and the second PCR product was 218-235
bp, respectively. The homology was 96.8-98.7% amongst
the other isolates in GenBank by DNAstar analysis, con-
firming that they were from genomic DNA of Borrelia
species.

Reverse line blot hybridization
Protocols for preparation of RLB membrane and hybri-
dization were carried out as previously described [40]
with the following modifications: Biodyne C membrane
was cut into a 14.5 cm square and activated by 10 min
incubation in 10 ml freshly prepared 16% (w/v) 1-ethyl-
3-(3-dimethylaminopropyl) carbodiimide (EDAC) in
demineralized water, in a rolling bottle at room tem-
perature. The membrane was then washed with agita-
tion in demineralized water for 2 min and placed on a
supporting cushion in a clean miniblotter system. Each
probe was diluted in with water to give a range of con-
centrations (800 pmol, 400 pmol, 200 pmol, 100 pmol,
50 pmol, 20 pmol and 10 pmol), aliquoted into the
miniblotter slot and incubated for 1 min. The solutions
were aspirated and the membrane incubated in 100 mM
NaOH for 10 min, and then washed at 42°C for 5 min
in 2 × SSPE, 0.1% (SDS). Subsequently, the membrane
was placed into the miniblotter, perpendicular to its pre-
vious orientation. The denatured PCR samples were ali-
quoted into the slots of the miniblotter for 10 min at
42°C, then aspirated and the membrane washed at 42°C
for 10 min in 2 × SSPE, 0.1% SDS. Subsequently, the
membrane was treated at 42°C for 45~60 min with per-
oxidase-labeled streptavidin diluted 1:4,000 in 2 × SSPE/
0.1% SDS, washed twice at 42°C for 10 min, and wash-
ing twice at room temperature for 5 min in 2 × SSPE,
0.1% SDS. Finally detection of binding was by chemilu-
minescence performed according to manufacturer’s
recommendations (Santa Cruz Biotechology ).

Specificity and sensitivity of the RLB
The RLB was performed by 20 μl of 100ng amplified
product of B. burgdorferi sensu stricto, B. garinii, B.
afzelii, and B. valaisiana extracted. Meanwhile, Myco-
plasma ovipneumoniane, Chlamydia psittacii, Ana-
plasma marginale, Anaplasma ovis and pathogen-free
tick DNA as negative control were used as negative con-
trols. The sensitivity of the RLB was tested by hybridiz-
ing 20 μl aliquots of 10-fold serially diluted PCR
product. The genomic DNA of the four pathogens was
serially diluted from 100ng/μl to 0.000001pg/μl by 10-
fold dilution as templates for the PCR, and then hybri-
dized by RLB.

Epidemiological study
A total of 723 ticks were examined by the established
RLB assay and the positive and negative samples were
recorded to assess the Borrelia spirochaetes infection
rate in the four genera of ticks. Furthermore, 667 of
these same samples were tested with the PCR.

Acknowledgements
This study was financially supported by the 973 Program (2010CB530206),
NSFC(№30800820; №30972182, № 31072130, №31001061;), “948"(2010-S04),
Key Project of Gansu Province (1002NKDA035 and 0801NKDA033), National
Beef and YakIndustrial Technology System Programme, MOA, Specific Fund
for Sino-Europe Cooperation, MOST, China, State Key Laboratory of
Veterinary Etiological Biology Project (SKLVEB2008ZZKT019); The research was
also facilitated by the following projects of the European Commission,
Brussels, Belgium: EPIZONE (FOOD-CT-2006-016236), ASFRISK(№211691),
ARBOZOONET (№211757) and PIROVAC (KBBE-3-245145).

Author details
1State Key Laboratory of Veterinary Etiological Biology, Key Laboratory of
Veterinary Parasitology of Gansu Province, Key Laboratory of Grazing Animal
Diseases MOA, Lanzhou Veterinary Research Institute, Chinese Academy of
Agricultural Sciences, Lanzhou 730046, China. 2Centre of Animal Science,
QAAFI, University of Queensland 4072 Australia.

Authors’ contributions
QLN carried out the samples detection, RLB analysis and drafted the
manuscript. HY, JXL participated in the design of the study. GQG, JFY, YGF,
ZKX, YQL, MLM, JLL, AHL and QYR participated in sampling. WJ reviewed
and commented on the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final
manuscript.

Received: 25 October 2010 Accepted: 29 April 2011
Published: 29 April 2011

References
1. Steere AC: Lyme disease. N Engl J Med 1989, 321:586-596.
2. Burgdorfer W, Barbour AG, Hayes SF, Benach JL, Grunwaldt E, Davis JP:

Lyme disease-a tickborne spiroehetosis? Science 1982, 216:1317-1321.
3. Johnson RC, Schmid GP, Hyde FW, Steingerwalt AG, Brenner DJ: Borrelia

burgdorferi sp. nov.: etiological agent of Lyme disease. Int J Syst Bacteriol
1984, 34:496-497.

4. Aucott J, Morrison C, Munoz B, Rowe PC, Schwarzwalder A, West SK:
Diagnostic challenges of early Lyme disease: lessons from a community
case series. BMC Infect Dis 2009, 1:128.

5. Hengge UR, Tannapfel A, Tyring SK, Erbel R, Arendt G, Ruzicka T: Lyme
borreliosis. Lancet Infect Dis 2003, 3:489-500.

6. Gratz N: Emerging and resurging vector-brone diseases. Ann Rev Entomol
1999, 44:51-75.

Table 4 Strain designation, species, and geographic
origin of isolates used in this study

Strain Species Origin Geographic
origin

Reference

BO23 B. afzelii Skin Germany 13

B31 B. burgdorferi s.
s.

Ixodes
dammini

United States 13

SZ B. garinii Dermacentor China 35

T25 B. garinii Ixodes ricinus Germany 13

PBr B. garinii Human (CSF) Germany 13

20047 B. garinii I. ricinus France 36

IP90 B. garinii I. persulcatus Russia 36

TN B. garinii Ixodes ricinus Germany 13

VS116 B. valaisiana Ixodes ricinus Switzerland 17

Niu et al. BMC Veterinary Research 2011, 7:17
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1746-6148/7/17

Page 8 of 9

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/2668764?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7043737?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12901891?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12901891?dopt=Abstract


7. Ai CX, Wen YX, Zhang YG, Wang SS, Qiu GC, Shi ZX, Cheng ZQ, Li DY,
Liu XD: Epidemiological study on Lyme disease in Hailin of Heilongjiang.
Chin Public Health 1987, 6:82-85.

8. Liang JG, Zhang ZF: Analysis of rRNA gene restriction fragment length
polymorphism of B. burgdorferi sensu lato isolated in China. Chin J
Microbiol Immunol 1996, 16:359-362.

9. Wan KL: Lyme disease status and prospects in China. Chin J Vector Biol
and Control 1998, 6:401-404.

10. Liu M, Wang SS, Wang ZX, Zhang T, Zeng X, Yang GH: Borrelia burgdorferi
isolated from rat in Yachang forest farm of Guangxi Province. Guangxi J
Prev Med 2001, 7:129-131.

11. Richter D, Schlee DB, Matuschka FR: Relapsing fever-like spirochetes
infecting European vector tick of Lyme disease Agent. Emerg Infect Dis
2003, 9:697-701.

12. Niu QL, Yin H, Luo JX: Progress on Lyme disease in China. Progress in
Veterinary Medicine 2009, 30:89-93.

13. Baranton G, Postic D, Saint GI, Boerlin P, Piffaretti JC, Assous M, Grimont PA:
Delineation of Borrelia burgdorferi sensu stricto, Borrelia garinii sp. nov.,
and group VS461 associated with Lyme borreliosis. Int J Syst Bacteriol
1992, 42:378-383.

14. Canica MM, Nato F, du Merle L, Mazie JC, Baranton G, Postic D: Monoclonal
antibodies for the identification of Borrelia afzelii sp. nov. associated
with late cutaneous manifestations of Lyme borreliosis. Scand J Infect Dis
1993, 25:441-448.

15. Postic D, Assous M, Grimont PAD, Baranton G: Diversity of Borrelia
burgdorferi sensu lato evidenced by restriction length polymorphism of
rrf(5S)-rrl(23S)intergenic spacer amplicons. Int J Syst Bacteriol 1994,
44:743-752.

16. Fleche LA, Postic D, Girardet K, Peter O, Baranton G: Characterization of
Borrelia lusitaniae sp. nov. by 16S ribosomal DNA sequence analysis. Int J
Syst Bacteriol 1997, 47:921-925.

17. Wang G, van Dam AP, Le Fleche A, Postic D, Peter O, Baranton G, de
Boer R, Spanjaard L, Dankert J: Genetic and phenotypic analysis of Borrelia
valaisiana sp. nov. (Borrelia genomic groups VS116 and M19). Int J Syst
Bacteriol 1997, 47:926-932.

18. Pan L, Pan MN, Pan XGY: Research present situation and problem of
Lyme disease in Fujian province. Chin J of Zoonoses 2004, 20:57-59.

19. Wan KL, Zhang ZF, Zhang JS, Dou GL, Wang HY, Hou XX, Zhu GL:
Preliminary investigation on Lyme disease in animals in 20 provinces,
cities and autonomous regions of China. Chin J Vector Biology and Control
1998, 9:366-371.

20. Geng Z, Wan KL: New development in study on epidemiology of Lyme
disease. Chin J Nat Med 2007, 9:158-160.

21. Meng XH, Liu ZJ, Huang FS: The research overview of Ticks as Lyme
disease vectors in China. Chin J of Hygienic Insecticides 2004, 10:137-141.

22. Zhao G: Advances on research of Lyme disease. Zhejiang Prev Med 2002,
14:50-52.

23. Barandika JF, Hurtado A, Garcı ‘a-Esteban C, Gil H, Escudero R, Barral M,
Jado I: Tick-borne zoonotic bacteria in wild and domestic small
mammals in northern Spain. Applied and environmental microbiology 2007,
6166-6171.

24. Zhang F, Gong ZW, Zhang JJ, Liu ZJ: Prevalence of Borrelia burgdorferi
sensu lato in rodents from Gansu, northwestern China. BMC Microbiology
2010, 10:157.

25. Huang HN, Ding Z, He J, Wu XM, Jiang BG, Gao Y, Zhao QM, Wang YF,
Cao WC: Investigation on Borrelia burgdorferi infection in ticks and
animal from a forest area of Jilin province. Chin J of Zoonoses 2006,
22:785-788.

26. Takada N, Masuzawa T, Ishiguro F, Fujita H, Kudeken M, Mitani H,
Fukunaga M, Tsuchiya K, Yano Y, Ma XH: Lyme Disease Borrelia spp. in
ticks and rodents from northwestern China. Appl Environ Microbiol 2001,
67:5161-5165.

27. Sun Y, Xu RM, Zhang PH, Cao WC: Isolation of Lyme agent borrelia spp.
from several tick species in China. Acta Parasitol Med Entomol 2002,
9:114-119.

28. Shi CX, Wan KL, Ma FQ, Zhang ZF: Ribotyping of Borrelia burgdorferi sensu
lato in China. Chin J Microbiol Immunol 2001, 21:298-301.

29. Gao Y: Study on genotyping and pathogenicity of Borrelia burgdorferi
sensu lato isolated from China. 2006, 4-24.

30. Masuzawa T, Fukui T, Miyake M, Oh HB, Cho MK, Hang CWH, Imai Y,
Yanagihara Y: Determination of members of a Borrelia afzelii-related

group isolated from Ixodes nipponensis in Korea as Borrelia valaisiana.
Int J Syst Bacteriol 1999, 49:1409-1415.

31. Demaerschalck I, Ben MA, Kesel MD, Hoyois B, Lobet Y, Hoet P,
Bigaignon G, Bollen A, Godfroid E: Simultaneous presence of different
Borrelia burgdorferi sensu lato genospecies in biological fluids of Lyme
disease patients. J Clin Microbiol 1995, 33:602-608.

32. Richter D, Matuschka FR: Elimination of Lyme disease spirochetes from
ticks feeding on domestic ruminants. Appl Environ Microbiol 2010,
76:7650-7652.

33. He HJ, Huang XM: Investigation on the status of Boophilus microplus
infected with Lyme disease Borrelia in Xiangnan. Chin J Vector Bio Control
2003, 14:303.

34. Chu CY, He J, Wang JB, Hasen GW, Zhang FH, Wu XM, Zhao QM, Jiang BG,
Gao Y, Cao WC: Investigation on Borrelia burgdorferi sensu lato in ticks
and rodents collected in Da Xing-An Mountains Forest areas of China.
Chin J Epidemiol 2006, 27:681-684.

35. Niu QL, Yang JF, Guan GQ, Fu YG, Ma ML, Li YQ, Liu JL, Liu ZJ, Liu AH,
Ren QY, Hao XF, Luo JX, Yin H: Identification and phylogenetic analysis of
Lyme disease Borrelia spp. isolated from Shangzhi Prefecture of
Heilongjiang Province. Chinese Veterinary Science 2010, 40:551-556.

36. Wilske B, Preac-Mursic V, Göbel UB, Graf B, Jauris S, Soutschek E, Schwab E,
Zumstein G: An OspA serotyping system for Borrelia burgdorferi based on
reactivity with monoclonal antibodies and OspA sequence analysis. J
Clin Microbiol 1993, 31:340-350.

37. Deng GF, Jiang ZJ: Economic insect fauna of China. Science Press 1991,
43-350.

38. Schaarschmidt D, Oehme R, Kimmig P, Dieter Hesch RD, Englisch S:
Detection and molecular typing of Borrelia burgdorferi sensu lato in
ixodes ricinus ticks and in different patient samples from southwest
Germany. European Journal of Epidemiology 2001, 17:1067-1074.

39. Poupon MA, Lommano E, Humair PF, Douet V, Rais O, Schaad M, Jenni L,
Gern L: Prevalence of Borrelia burgdorferi sensu lato in ticks collected
from migratory birds in Switzerland. Applied and Environmental
Microbiology 2006, 72:976-979.

40. Niu QL, Luo JX, Guan GQ, Ma ML, Liu ZJ, Liu AH, Dang ZS, Gao JL, Ren QY,
Li YQ, Liu JL, Yin H: Detection and differentiation of ovine Theileria and
Babesia by reverse line blotting in China. Parasitol Res 2009,
104:1417-1423.

doi:10.1186/1746-6148-7-17
Cite this article as: Niu et al.: Detection and differentiation of Borrelia
burgdorferi sensu lato in ticks collected from sheep and cattle in China.
BMC Veterinary Research 2011 7:17.

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

Niu et al. BMC Veterinary Research 2011, 7:17
http://www.biomedcentral.com/1746-6148/7/17

Page 9 of 9

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12781009?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12781009?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1380285?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/1380285?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8248743?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8248743?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8248743?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7981102?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7981102?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7981102?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9336887?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9336887?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9336888?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9336888?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20509909?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20509909?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11679340?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11679340?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10555320?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10555320?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7538507?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7538507?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/7538507?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20870789?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20870789?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8432821?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/8432821?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12530764?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12530764?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12530764?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16391149?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16391149?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19205742?dopt=Abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19205742?dopt=Abstract

	Abstract
	Background
	Results
	Conclusion

	Background
	Results
	Specificity of the RLB
	Comparison of sensitivity of nested PCR and RLB
	Detection of B. burgdorferi sensu lato in ticks collected from sheep and cattle in China

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Methods
	Borrelia strains and culture
	Control samples
	Field samples
	Tick DNA extraction
	Primers and probes
	Nested PCR amplification
	Analysis of amplified products and sequence analysis
	Reverse line blot hybridization
	Specificity and sensitivity of the RLB

	Epidemiological study
	Acknowledgements
	Author details
	Authors' contributions
	References

