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Yellow Fever Virus Transmission
via Breastfeeding: Follow-up
to the Paper on Breastfeeding
Travelers

To the Editor-in-Chief:

We wish to call readers’ attention to a case that has been
published since the publication of our paper, Breastfeed-
ing Travelers: Precautions and Recommendations,1 in
the January issue of the Journal of Travel Medicine. The
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
reported that, in 2009, transmission of yellow fever
vaccine virus through breastfeeding occurred in an
infant (age 23 days) in Brazil whose mother received
a primary yellow fever vaccination 8 days prior to the
onset of symptoms in the infant.2 The infant was diag-
nosed with encephalitis but recovered completely, and
its neurological development and growth were nor-
mal through 6 months of age. Yellow fever virus RNA
was recovered from the infant’s cerebrospinal fluid
and was found to be identical to the 17DD yellow
fever vaccine virus. This case was classified as yellow
fever vaccine-associated neurologic disease and demon-
strated the transmission of the live vaccine virus through
breastfeeding.

At the time of publication of our paper, this report
had not been published. Our review had found no pub-
lished data that confirmed the transmission of yellow
fever virus through breastfeeding. We noted that (see
Table 1 in Ref. 1) ‘‘although transmission to infant
has not been reported, vaccination should be avoided
due to the theoretical risk of transmitting 17D virus
to the breastfed infant.’’ We listed yellow fever vaccine
to be used with precaution in breastfeeding women,
‘‘but to be considered if risk of infection is substantial.’’
The Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices
also recommends precautions in using the vaccine in
breastfeeding women and states that ‘‘yellow fever vac-
cination of nursing mothers should be avoided,’’ except
when travel to high-risk areas cannot be avoided or
delayed.3–5
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In Brazil, yellow fever vaccine has been recom-
mended for everyone in the risk areas where recent
yellow fever outbreaks have occurred.2 Presumably,
breastfeeding women have been vaccinated during
yellow fever vaccine campaigns. However, there are
no published studies on this population, and we have
found no estimates of the number of women who may
have received yellow fever vaccine during any yellow
fever vaccine campaigns.

This is the first published report documenting
the transmission of yellow fever vaccine virus
through breastfeeding. We would like to highlight
this CDC report so that travel medicine providers
exercise appropriate precaution in deciding whether
to administer a primary yellow fever vaccination to
breastfeeding women, especially when their infants are
less than 6 to 9 months of age.
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