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Abstract
In 2015, Zika virus (ZIKV; Flaviviridae; Flavivirus) emerged in the Americas, causing millions of infections in dozens of countries. The rapid spread of the virus and the association
with disease outcomes such as Guillain-Barré syndrome and microcephaly make understanding transmission dynamics essential. Currently, there are no reports of vector competence (VC) of American mosquitoes for ZIKV isolates from the Americas. Further, it is not
clear whether ZIKV strains from other genetic lineages can be transmitted by American
Aedes aegypti populations, and whether the scope of the current epidemic is in part facilitated by viral factors such as enhanced replicative fitness or increased vector competence.
Therefore, we characterized replication of three ZIKV strains, one from each of the three
phylogenetic clades in several cell lines and assessed their abilities to be transmitted by
Ae. aegypti mosquitoes. Additionally, laboratory colonies of different Culex spp. were
infected with an American outbreak strain of ZIKV to assess VC. Replication rates were variable and depended on virus strain, cell line and MOI. African strains used in this study outcompeted the American strain in vitro in both mammalian and mosquito cell culture. West
and East African strains of ZIKV tested here were more efficiently transmitted by Ae.
aegypti from Mexico than was the currently circulating American strain of the Asian lineage.
Long-established laboratory colonies of Culex mosquitoes were not efficient ZIKV vectors.
These data demonstrate the capacity for additional ZIKV strains to infect and replicate in
American Aedes mosquitoes and suggest that neither enhanced virus replicative fitness
nor virus adaptation to local vector mosquitoes seems likely to explain the extent and intensity of ZIKV transmission in the Americas.
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Author Summary
The mechanisms contributing to the explosive nature of the current ZIKV outbreak in the
Americas are poorly understood. Therefore, we characterized the replication of three
strains, one from each phylogenetic clade of ZIKV and evaluated virus strain differences in
transmission efficiency by American mosquitoes. Our results suggest that the strain currently circulating in the Americas does not have unusually high infectivity for American
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Ae. aegypti as compared to the African strains used in this study. Colonized Culex mosquitoes were inefficient vectors. In vitro data suggested slower replication and decreased fitness for the currently circulating American strain compared to African strains isolated
decades ago. Therefore, viral adaptation to local mosquitoes does not appear, at present, to
be driving the current ZIKV outbreak in the Americas.

Introduction
Zika virus (ZIKV, Flaviviridae; Flavivirus), was first isolated from a febrile sentinel rhesus monkey in Uganda in 1947 [1]. Until recently, ZIKV was associated with periodic outbreaks of
febrile illness in humans. Prior to 2007, the geographic range was restricted to Africa and parts
of Southeast Asia; having been reported from Nigeria [2], Malaysia [3], Sierra Leone [4], Senegal
[5], and Indonesia [6]. In 2007, a large outbreak of ZIKV occurred on the island of Yap in
Micronesia, which later spread to French Polynesia (2013), New Caledonia (2014), Cook Islands
(2014) and Easter Island (2014), before eventually arriving in Brazil in 2014–15 [7–9]. Since
arriving in the Americas, local transmission has been reported in a total of 39 countries in the
hemisphere as far south as Argentina (http://www.cdc.gov/zika/geo/active-countries.html).
The epidemic of ZIKV in the Americas has been explosive. The factors underlying the rapid
spread of the epidemic are likely complex and poorly understood. Based on previous experience
with West Nile (WNV) [10] and chikungunya (CHIKV) [11–14] viruses, however, it seems
likely that viral factors, and potentially adaptations, that influence vector transmission may at
least partially account for the rapid spread of ZIKV. Accordingly, we sought to determine
whether the currently circulating ZIKV strain had higher replication rates and/or fitness in
vitro, or was transmitted more efficiently by American Aedes (Stegomyia) aegypti mosquitoes as
compared to two different Old World strains. Additionally, we sought to determine the susceptibility of several colonies of Culex spp. mosquitoes to the currently circulating American strain.
Our studies provide evidence that a strain of ZIKV currently circulating in the Americas (a)
does not replicate more efficiently (b) is of decreased competitive fitness and (c) is transmitted
efficiently by American Ae. aegypti, but not Culex spp. mosquitoes. Collectively, this work
expands our knowledge on transmission of the currently circulating Asian lineage ZIKV in Ae.
aegypti and the potential of divergent ZIKV lineages to be transmitted by American mosquitoes.

Materials and Methods
Cells, viruses and mosquitoes
Vero (ATCC CCL-81) and Huh7 (a kind gift from Dr. Richard Kuhn) cells were maintained in
Dulbecco’s modified Eagle’s medium (DMEM) containing 10% fetal bovine serum (FBS) and
50μg/mL gentamycin at 37°C with 5% CO2. C6/36 cells (ATCC CRL-1660) were maintained in
MEM with 10% FBS and 50μg/mL gentamycin at 28°C with 5% CO2. Aag2 cells (obtained
from Dr. Aaron Brault) were maintained in Schneider’s insect medium with 10% FBS at 28°C.
ZIKV strains PRVABC59 (Accession # KU501215) and MR766 (Accession #AY632535)
were obtained from the CDC. Strain 41525 (Accession #KU955591) was obtained from the
University of Texas Medical Branch. All viruses were propagated in Vero cells by infection at a
MOI of 0.01. Supernatant was harvested 5–6 days post-infection, clarified by centrifugation at
4°C and aliquoted into single use vials before freezing at -80°C. PRVABC59 was isolated in
2015 from an infected human in Puerto Rico and was passaged four times on Vero cells [15].
MR766, the prototype ZIKV strain was isolated from a rhesus macaque in 1947 in the Zika
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forest in Uganda and was passaged 149 times in suckling mouse brains, followed by three additional Vero passages [1]. The 41525 strain was isolated in Senegal in 1984 from Ae. (Stegomyia)
africanus (Theobald) mosquitoes and was passaged once in Ae. (Stegomyia) pseudoscutellaris
(Theobald) cells, once in C6/36 cells, and 4 times in Vero cells [16].
Aedes aegypti were collected from wild populations in Poza Rica, Mexico [17]. Mosquitoes
were maintained on calf blood and given 10% sucrose ad libitum. Larvae were reared and
adults maintained under controlled conditions of temperature (28°C), humidity (70% RH),
and light (14:10 L:D diurnal cycle). Experiments involving infectious ZIKV in mosquitoes were
performed under BSL3 conditions. The generation of mosquitoes used for these studies was
between F11-F13.
For Culex infections, three species of laboratory-colony derived mosquitoes were used;
Culex (Cx.) quinquefasciatus Say, Culex (Cx.) pipiens [L.], and Culex (Cx.) tarsalis Coquillett.
The Cx. pipiens colony was derived from egg rafts collected in Pennsylvania in 2002. The Cx.
tarsalis mosquitoes were derived from a colony maintained by WK Reisen and collected in California in 1953. The Cx. quinquefasciatus colony was originally collected in Sebring County,
Florida in 1988. Larvae were raised on a diet of powdered fish food. Pupae were allowed to
emerge into containers and adult mosquitoes were kept at 26–27°C with a 16:8 light:dark cycle
and 70%-80% relative humidity, with water and sucrose provided ad libitum.

In vitro replication
Multi- and one-step growth curves were performed on Aag2, C6/36, Huh7, and Vero cells at
MOI of 0.01 and 10, respectively. The day before infection, cells were seeded in T25 flasks in
triplicate for each virus. Prior to infection, a mock T25 for each cell line was used to count for
MOI calculations. Following two hours absorption, virus inoculum was removed, cells were
washed with PBS and fresh culture media was added. At each time point (0, 12, 24, 36, 48, 72,
96, 120, 144, and 168 hours), 500μL supernatant was harvested and frozen for later titration.
Cells were then supplemented with 500μL fresh media at each time point. Viral titers were
determined by plaque assay.

Vector competence studies
For comparison of fresh and frozen virus on vector competence, Vero cells were infected at a
MOI of 0.01 with PRVABC59 4 days prior to a blood-meal of female mosquitoes of the
F11-F13 generation (5–7 days post-eclosion). Supernatant was harvested and centrifuged at
3,000xg for 10 min at 4°C to remove any cellular debris. Clarified supernatant was transferred
to a clean tube, brought to a 20% concentration of FBS, and aliquoted into two tubes. The first
tube, designated “fresh”, was placed at 4°C until further manipulation (~4 hours). The second
tube designated “frozen”, was placed at -80°C either for 4 hours or for more than 1 week, and
then thawed at 37°C. Mosquitoes were then exposed concurrently to a blood-meal containing
500μL defibrinated calf blood, 5mM ATP (100ul) and 400μL supernatant from either fresh or
the two different frozen virus stocks. Following 1-hour feeding, mosquitoes were anesthetized
at 4°C and engorged females were separated into new cartons and maintained on sucrose at
28°C. Back-titrations of each infectious blood-meal on Vero cells estimated ZIKV titers to be
2.0x106 PFU/mL and 1.6x107 PFU/mL for fresh and frozen virus, respectively. These values are
close to the range of viremia that has been previously reported for hospitalized cases of ZIKV
infection [18].
For additional studies using only frozen virus, an infectious blood-meal containing 1.6x107
PFU/mL ZIKV was used. Three experimental replicates were performed with each strain of
ZIKV and Ae. aegypti (Poza Rica). For Culex mosquitoes, three replicates were performed for

PLOS Neglected Tropical Diseases | DOI:10.1371/journal.pntd.0005101 October 26, 2016

3 / 16

Vector Competence of American Mosquitoes for ZIKV

Cx. quinquefasciatus and one for both Cx. tarsalis and Cx. pipiens. Following each infectious
blood-meal, back-titration was performed to ensure that virus titers mosquitoes were exposed
to during each experimental replicate were comparable. For all studies, on 7 and 14 days postinfection, a subset of mosquitoes was knocked down by cold treatment at 4°C. Legs/wings were
removed and transferred into a tube containing 250μL mosquito diluent (1x PBS supplemented
with 20% FBS (heat-inactivated), 50 μg/ml Penicillin/Streptomycin, 50 μ/ml Gentamycin,
2.5μg/ml Fungizone) and a stainless steel bead for homogenization. The mosquito proboscis
was inserted into a capillary tube containing immersion oil (~5μL) and allowed to salivate for
20 min. Following salivation, mosquito bodies were placed in a separate tube containing mosquito diluent and a bead. The ends of capillary tubes containing oil and saliva were broken off
into microcentrifuge tubes containing 100μL mosquito diluent. Mosquito tissues (bodies, and
legs+wings) were homogenized at 25 cycles/second for one min using a Retsch Mixer Mill
MM400 (Germany) and centrifuged at 15,000xg for 5 min at 4°C. Clarified supernatant was
titrated by Vero cell plaque assay to determine the amount of infectious virus present in mosquito bodies. The determination of vector competence was performed essentially as described
by Turell et al. [19]. Briefly, the infection rate is defined as the percentage of exposed mosquitoes positive for infectious virus in the body. Dissemination is reported as the percent of
exposed mosquitoes that contained infectious virus in their legs and wings, regardless of infection status. The transmission rate is reported as the percent of exposed mosquitoes that contain
infectious virus in the saliva, regardless of infection status. Transmission (disseminated) rate
(transmission (D) rate) is reported as the percent of mosquitoes with infectious virus in the
saliva that were also positive for infectious virus in the legs.

Competitive Fitness
Competitive fitness was assessed using direct competition assays between each strain of virus
in Vero, Huh7, C6/36 and Aag2 cells essentially as previously described [10,20]. Briefly, viruses
were mixed 1:1 at a MOI of 0.01 in triplicate and then added to confluent monolayers of cells.
After two hours, virus inoculum was removed and fresh medium was added. Supernatant was
then harvested at 2 and 3 days post-infection and stored at -80°C for subsequent analysis. RNA
was extracted and the region between nucleotides 3649 and 3960 was amplified by RT-PCR.
Bands were subjected to Sanger sequencing and the proportion of each virus was assessed by
analyzing chromatograms with PolySNP [21].

Statistical analysis
Comparisons of virus titers in growth curves were performed using two-way ANOVA with
Tukey’s correction at each time point. A two-tailed Fisher’s exact test was used to compare
rates of infection, dissemination and transmission in vector competence studies. GraphPad
Prism 6.0 (La Jolla, CA) was used for all statistical tests and significance was defined as p<0.05.

Results
Phylogeny of ZIKV
Fig 1 depicts the phylogenetic analysis of 29 ZIKV sequences obtained from GenBank using
neighbor-joining methods (using the Tamura-Nei genetic distance model [22]) with 1,000
bootstrap pseudoreplicates (maximum likelihood and maximum parsimony analyses were performed and yielded similar tree topography). As previously reported [15], ZIKV sequences separate into three distinct genetic clades; West African, East African, and Asian. For this study,
we selected one strain from each clade: strain 41525 from Senegal represented the West African
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Fig 1. Phylogenetic tree of 29 Zika virus isolates. The tree was generated by Neighbor-Joining methods
using the Tamura-Nei genetic distance model (bootstrapped 1,000 times). Similar results were obtained
using maximum parsimony or maximum likelihood algorithms. Strains used in this study are shown in bold;
distinct lineages are East African (MR766), West African (41525), and Asian (PRVABC59).
doi:10.1371/journal.pntd.0005101.g001

clade, prototype strain MR766 from Uganda represented the East African clade, and the currently-circulating strain from the Americas, PRVABC59 from Puerto Rico, belongs to the
Asian clade. The three viruses will be herein referred to as PRVABC59 (Americas), 41525
(West African), and MR766 (East African).

Growth kinetics in vitro
Viral replication was assessed using single- and multi-step growth curves in two mammalian
and two mosquito derived cell lines. In Vero cells, which lack functional type-1 interferon
(IFN), growth kinetics were similar among the three viruses tested at both MOIs of 0.01 and
10. For MOI of 0.01 at 48h post-infection, significantly higher amounts of virus were observed
for PRVABC59 than MR766 but not for 41525 (p = 0.005) (Fig 2a). At peak replication, 72h
post-infection, 41525 had a significantly higher titer than MR766, but not PRVABC59
(p = 0.02). At a MOI of 10, no significant differences were observed between any of the strains
during peak replication (Fig 2b), however at later time points, 41525 and PRVABC59 titers
dropped quickly to significantly lower titers, which was also observed at a MOI of 0.01. In
C6/36 cells, which have a deficient RNAi pathway [23], differences in replication were more
apparent. Particularly, titers for PRVABC59 were significantly lower at most time points than
either 41525 or MR766 after 12 hours and prior to 96h post-infection (Fig 2c). PRVABC59
peak titers subsequently recovered as compared to MR766, which appeared to plateau earlier
than the other viruses. At a MOI of 10, 41525 and PRVABC59 also had higher peak titers at
72h than MR766 (p<0.001 for either comparison). In contrast to Vero cells, Huh7 cells, which
are IFN competent, displayed vastly different susceptibility to replication by different strains.
MR766, which is highly mammalian adapted, replicated to high titers faster at both MOIs of
0.01 and 10 (Fig 2e and 2f). The fall in titer at later time points corresponded with strong CPE
caused by MR766 at both MOI. In multi-step growth curves, 41525 also replicated at higher
levels than PRVABC59 in Huh7 cells (Fig 2e). In Aag2 cells, which are competent for RNAi,
lower levels of replication were observed than in C6/36 cells (Fig 2g and 2h). Peak replication
levels were lower for MR766 than either 41525 or PRVABC59, although replication levels were
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Fig 2. Growth of ZIKV strains in different cell types in vitro. Cells were infected with ZIKV strains at a MOI of
0.01 or 10. Following infection, cells were washed and fresh growth medium was added. Supernatant was
harvested at the indicated time points for titration via plaque assay. (A) Vero MOI 0.01 (B) Vero MOI 10 (C) C6/36
MOI 0.01 (D) C6/36 MOI 10 (E) Huh7 MOI 0.01 (F) Huh7 MOI 10 (G) Aag2 MOI 0.01 (H) Aag2 MOI 10.
doi:10.1371/journal.pntd.0005101.g002

PLOS Neglected Tropical Diseases | DOI:10.1371/journal.pntd.0005101 October 26, 2016

6 / 16

Vector Competence of American Mosquitoes for ZIKV

similar for all three strains during the first 72h post-infection at a MOI of 0.01 (Fig 2g). Virus
titers appeared to peak around 104 PFU/mL for MR766 at both of the MOI tested, suggesting
this virus may have lost some ability to replicate in RNAi competent mosquito cells during
mammalian passage, as this was not as apparent in C6/36 cells.

African ZIKV strains have a direct fitness advantage in vitro
We have previously shown that direct fitness assays can detect differences that may be unapparent in relative replication assays like growth curves [24]. In competition assays in Vero cells,
the proportion of PRVABC59 dropped slightly at 2 and 3 days post-infection, as compared to
either of the African strains (Fig 3a). Little change in the proportion of virus was observed during replication between MR766 and 41525. In Huh7 cells, MR766 outcompeted both 41525
and PRVABC59, becoming the dominant virus by day 2 post-infection and essentially pushing
the other strains to extinction by day 3 (Fig 3b). In C6/36, PRVABC59 dropped below the limit
of detection (~10%) at 3 days post-infection when competed with either other virus (Fig 3c). A
similar result occurred with 41525 vs MR766, with the former becoming the dominant virus
present in the sample 3 days post-infection. Similarly, in Aag2 cells, PRVABC59 was outcompeted by both African viruses, and by day 3 was only present at low levels, compared to the
other two strains (Fig 3d).

Freezing ZIKV results in decreased infection, dissemination and
transmission in Ae. aegypti
Previous studies have shown that reduced rates of mosquito infection are observed when frozen and thawed virus is used versus freshly harvested virus (i.e. collecting supernatant directly
from cells at the peak infection for use in artificial blood-meals without previous freezing) [25–
27]. Since little is known about mosquito infections with ZIKV, we first tested whether frozenthawed virus was equivalent to fresh virus in mosquito infections. Comparing virus that was
harvested fresh versus frozen for 4 hours, or frozen for greater than one week, there were clear
differences in infectivity to Ae. aegypti mosquitoes, particularly at early time points (Fig 4a).
Seven days post-blood-meal, infection rates were significantly lower for virus that had been frozen for over one week (n = 126–144) but not when it was frozen for just 4 hours (n = 45–48), as
compared to fresh virus (n = 48 for both time points) (Fig 4a). However, the use of fresh virus
was associated with significantly higher dissemination rates on day 7 than either of the other
two groups (Fig 4b). No differences were observed on Day 14 between fresh virus or virus that
was frozen for only 4 hours, however all values except transmission (d) rate were significantly
lower for virus frozen for longer times as compared to the other two groups (Fig 4c & 4d).
Although the infection rates were not significantly different at either time point for mosquitoes
exposed to unfrozen virus as compared to those exposed to virus that had been frozen for only
4 hours, infection rates were consistently higher in the mosquitoes exposed to the unfrozen
virus. In fact, when infection rates were combined for both day 7 and 14 (which should not
change after virus exposure) mosquitoes fed fresh virus have a statistically significantly higher
rate of infection than do those fed virus that was frozen for 4 hours (p = 0.01).

Vector competence of Mexican Ae. aegypti is highly strain specific
To assess the vector competence of Mexican Ae. aegypti for different strains of ZIKV, mosquitoes were fed an artificial blood-meal and tissues harvested 7 and 14 days later. Infection rates
were significantly higher on days 7 and 14 for mosquitoes exposed to strain 41525 (n = 126 for
both time points) as compared to groups exposed to either MR766 or PRVABC59 (n = 144 for
both groups, for both time points) (Fig 5a). Dissemination of ZIKV on day 7 and day 14 post-
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Fig 3. Select strains of East and West African ZIKV have higher fitness in vitro than the American strain PRVABC59. Equal amounts of
virus (MOI 0.01) was used to infect the indicated cell line. Supernatant was harvested and proportion of each virus was determined by sequencing
and analyzing chromatograms. Data are presented as proportion of the first virus listed present at the indicated time point in (A) Vero, (B) Huh7, C6/
36 (C), and (D) Aag2 cells.
doi:10.1371/journal.pntd.0005101.g003

infection was significantly lower for MR766- or PRVABC59-infected mosquitoes as compared
to mosquitoes infected with 41525 (Fig 5b). Furthermore, after 7 and 14 days following bloodmeal, the transmission rate was significantly higher for either African virus, as compared to
PRVABC59 (Fig 5c). Additionally, the transmission (d) rate was significantly higher for strain
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Fig 4. Long term freezing of virus lowers infection rates of Aedes aegypti mosquitoes. Ae. aegypti (Poza Rica strain) mosquitoes were fed an
infectious blood-meal containing 1.6x107 PFU of ZIKV (PRVABC59 strain) that was harvested directly from Vero cells (and stored at 4˚C for 4 hours)
or frozen for 4 hours or more than a week at -80˚C. Mosquitoes were held for 7 or 14 days (n = 48 each time point for each group) and then (A)
Infection rate (% of mosquitoes with virus in their bodies), (B) Dissemination Rate (% of mosquitoes, regardless of infection status, with virus in their
legs), (C) Transmission Rate (% of mosquitoes, regardless of infection status, with virus in their saliva) and (D) Transmission (D) Rate (% of
mosquitoes with a disseminated infection, with virus in their saliva) were collected. * Indicates p0.05, ** p0.01, and *** p0.001 by two-tailed
Fisher’s exact test. n = 48–144 for each group at each time point. n.d. indicates that samples were not collected for this time-point.
doi:10.1371/journal.pntd.0005101.g004

41525 as compared to PRVABC59 at both time points (Fig 5d), indicating this virus strain may
have a fitness advantage in these mosquitoes.

Colonized Culex mosquitoes are refractory to ZIKV PRVACB59
infection
Mosquitoes in the genus Culex are also important arbovirus vectors, particularly of other flaviviruses; WNV [10], Japanese encephalitis virus [28] and St. Louis encephalitis virus [29].
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Fig 5. Mexican Aedes aegypti have increased vector competence for African strains of ZIKV. Mosquitoes were fed a blood-meal containing
1.6x107 PFU of different ZIKV. Mosquitoes were then held for 7 or 14 days (n = 48 each time point for each group) and then (A) Infection rate (% of
mosquitoes with virus in their bodies), (B) Dissemination Rate (% of mosquitoes, regardless of infection status, with virus in their legs), (C)
Transmission Rate (% of mosquitoes, regardless of infection status, with virus in their saliva) and (D) Transmission (D) Rate (% of mosquitoes with a
disseminated infection, with virus in their saliva) were collected. * Indicates p0.05, ** p0.01, and *** p0.001 by two-tailed Fisher’s exact test.
n = 126–144 for each group at each time point.
doi:10.1371/journal.pntd.0005101.g005

Therefore, we sought to determine whether the epidemic American strain PRVABC59 could
be efficiently transmitted by several species of Culex mosquitoes. Neither fresh nor frozen
ZIKV efficiently infected any of the three species tested (Cx. quinquefasciatus, Cx. tarsalis, and
Cx. pipiens) (Table 1). Except for infectious virus detected in one Cx. quinquefasciatus mosquito exposed to frozen ZIKV, no mosquitoes became infected (Cx. quinquefasciatus n = 144,
Cx. tarsalis n = 20, and Cx. pipiens n = 48).
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Table 1. Infection of Culex spp after peroral exposure to ZIKV PRVABC59.
Species

Bloodmeal Titer (PFU/mL)

Fresh or Frozen

Day 7

Day 14

Cx. quinq

1.6x107

Frozen (1 week)

1/48

0/48

Cx. quinq

1.6x107

Frozen (1 week)

0/48

0/48

Cx. quinq

6

5.0x10

Fresh

0/48

0/48

Cx. pipiens

5.0x106

Fresh

0/48

0/48

Cx. tarsalis

5.0x106

Fresh

ND

0/20

Ae. aegypti

1.6x107

Frozen (1 week)

67/141

86/144

Ae. aegypti

1.6x107

Fresh

48/48

43/45

doi:10.1371/journal.pntd.0005101.t001

Discussion
The vector competence of mosquitoes from the Americas for transmission of ZIKV is not well
defined, despite the ongoing explosive outbreak. This study aimed to define the growth kinetics, relative fitness and vector competence of Mexican Ae. aegypti mosquitoes for several
strains of ZIKV, including an Asian lineage strain isolated during the ongoing ZIKV outbreak
in the Americas. In addition, we sought to examine the effect of freezing ZIKV prior to performing mosquito experiments. Finally, we tested infectivity of ZIKV in several species of
Culex mosquitoes.
While some differences in replication kinetics were observed in mammalian cells between
strains, the most obvious differences were noted in mosquito cells, particularly C6/36, in which
both African strains reached significantly higher titers at many time-points in both one- and
multi-step growth curves. These data were further supported by vector competence results, as
PRVABC59 had lower infectivity in Ae. aegypti mosquitoes that were originally collected in
Poza Rica, Mexico as compared to the other two virus strains. This observation was surprising,
as the population of Ae. aegypti used is expected to be closely related to the populations that
vector ZIKV strain PRVABC59 in the current outbreak. Furthermore, competitive fitness data
in vitro strengthen the conclusion that both African strains tested here were more fit in mosquitoes than the Asian lineage isolate, as the latter became extinct in competition with either of
the African viruses in vitro.
The effect of freezing ZIKV on vector competence is notable and should be considered
when designing mosquito infection experiments. It is unclear what factors are playing a role in
this loss in infectivity as short-term freezing did not appear to have the same effect as more
extended storage at -80°C. Previous reports have suggested that virion morphology may be
altered during freezing, which causes a specific reduction in infectivity in mosquito cells [30]. It
has also been shown recently that the flavivirus NS1 protein is critical for mosquito infection,
down-regulating host immune responses which results in increased infection rates [31]. Stability of NS1, which exists in dimeric and hexameric forms, has been shown to rely on surface glycosylation, which could be affected during long term freezing [32]. Loss of an N-linked glycan
on NS1 was shown to reduce interaction with mammalian complement proteins, indicating
interactions with mosquito proteins may also be compromised. Future studies comparing the
mosquito immune response with fresh or frozen virus should be performed to assess what role
NS1 may be playing in this loss in infectivity. Supplementation of exogenous NS1 may be sufficient to regain levels of mosquito infection with frozen virus, thus allowing the generation of
long-term frozen stocks to be used more consistently.
In all measures tested here (growth kinetics, mosquito infections, competition assays, and
genome-to-PFU ratios), the African strains displayed either equal or greater fitness than the
currently circulating American strain PRVABC59 of the Asian genotype. This result was
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particularly surprising for MR766, which has been extensively passaged in mice and, as a result,
may have been expected to lose the ability to replicate efficiently in intact mosquitoes [33,34].
The reason for this is unknown and these differences should be determined by in-depth phylogenetic analyses using a reverse genetics approach to assess the relative importance of different
regions of the virus genome in viral fitness in mosquitoes and vertebrate hosts. One limitation
of this study is that a single strain from each ZIKV lineage was used in these studies (and
MR766 was highly passaged); the relationships of these strains to wild-type strains remains to
be determined, but genetic differences among sequenced members of each clade appear to be
minimal [15]. Nonetheless, the high relative fitness and mosquito transmissibility of the African strains (which were more highly passaged compared to PRVABC59) suggests that passage
has not resulted in loss of vector infectivity. Based on the data presented here, it appears that
the explosive nature of the current outbreak may not be solely due to viral genetic factors, but
rather other factors such as a naïve human population, underreporting in Africa and Asia,
increased global travel, poor hygiene, and an abundance of sufficiently competent, highly
anthropophilic mosquito vectors. It is possible that a convergence of entomological, viral and
human factors are responsible for the current ZIKV outbreak. Determining why large ZIKV
outbreaks are rare, non-existent or go unreported in Africa may provide clues on factors
involved in the current outbreak. Additional studies are necessary to identify specific viral residues that may be important in adaptation to transmission in the Americas by comparing them
to residues in previously circulating strains in Asia. It is conceivable that one or several mutations allow for increased replication in humans or certain mosquito species; as has previously
been seen with chikungunya virus [12,14,35]. In addition, as an RNA virus, the ZIKV strain circulating in the Americas is expected to adapt further, therefore continued surveillance of circulating strains and additional vector competence work with these strains is necessary.
Furthermore, active surveillance is needed for ZIKV in Africa, as very little is known about
sero-prevalence or the currently circulating African strains. The African strains of ZIKV used
in this study were isolated decades ago and may not represent the currently circulating genotypes. If the currently circulating strains of ZIKV have an advantage in American mosquito
species or populations as compared to viruses in the Asian lineage, it is possible that introduction would result in increased spread and possibly more disease.
Previous studies examining vector competence of Aedes mosquitoes for ZIKV have produced conflicting results. Wong et al. [36] showed that Ae. (Stegomyia) albopictus Skuse mosquitoes from Singapore were highly susceptible to ZIKV strain MR766, with 100% of
mosquitoes having infectious virus in the saliva by day 14 post-blood-meal. Following the Yap
island outbreak, Ledermann et al. [37] showed high infection rates and modest dissemination
rates in Ae. (Stegomyia) hensilli Farner mosquitoes using ZIKV strain MR766 8 days after infectious blood-meal. In contrast, Diagne et al. [38] reported very low dissemination and almost no
transmission of several strains of ZIKV (including MR766 and several strains from Senegal) in
Senegalese Aedes mosquitoes. Given the role of Ae. aegypti in the current outbreak in the
Americas, it was interesting that low transmission was observed among domestic or sylvatic
Ae. aegypti from Senegal when mosquitoes were infected with local strains of ZIKV. Finally,
using an Asian genotype strain of ZIKV from New Caledonia and several populations of Ae.
aegypti and Ae. albopictus from the Americas, Chouin-Carneiro et al. [39] showed high levels
of infection and moderate and low levels of dissemination and transmission, respectively, similar to the results reported here for ZIKV strain PRVABC59. While these studies involved different strains of ZIKV and different species and collections of mosquitoes from diverse
geographic locations, these data demonstrate the variability that can be observed in vector
competence studies, and the dependency on the particular virus and mosquito strains evaluated and experimental parameters employed. Mosquitoes used in this study were of the
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F11-F13 generation and thus it is possible that these results do not reflect the actual transmission phenotype of field mosquitoes. Although studies using such mosquitoes are critical, our
goal here was mainly to assess whether the explosive nature of the current outbreak was attributable to high transmissibility and/or replicative capacity of the virus strain in its current environment. Further studies should examine the refractory nature of Senegalese mosquitoes to
local ZIKV strains and investigate the specific determinants of vector competence of American
Ae. aegypti mosquitoes for transmitting outbreak strains of ZIKV from the Asian lineage as
compared with either of the African lineages. It is possible that different American populations
of Ae. aegypti are more susceptible to the ZIKV strain currently circulating in the Americas
and this is facilitating the current outbreak. Bennett et al. showed that vector competence can
vary greatly among Ae. aegypti populations in Mexico.[40]
In the laboratory colonies of Culex mosquitoes tested here, we observed very little to no
infection with the epidemic strain of ZIKV, PRVABC59. Several reports have now shown
Culex spp. to be refractory to infection [41–45], including one field report [46]. Only one report
has shown Culex to be susceptible to ZIKV infection [47]. This is the first report of VC of Cx.
tarsalis mosquitoes with ZIKV. The laboratory colonies used here; despite extensive time in
colony, have been used at length for WNV experimentation with high infection, dissemination
and transmission rates, providing evidence that they are not generally refractory to flavivirus
infection [48]. Further, field populations of Cx. pipiens, Cx. quinquefasciatus, and Cx. tarsalis
are not nearly as anthropophilic as Ae. aegypti (although Cx. quinquefasciatus may readily feed
on humans in some environments [49]), taking a large proportion of blood meals from birds
and other non-human vertebrate hosts [50,51]. Therefore, it is unlikely that these species will
play a major role in ZIKV transmission. This also predicts that it is unlikely that ZIKV circulates in epizootic cycles involving birds, at least in North America.
Our data demonstrate that the three strains of ZIKV tested here can replicate and disseminate in Ae. aegypti mosquitoes originally collected from Mexico. Interestingly, the two strains
of ZIKV from Africa displayed higher rates of infection, dissemination and transmission in
these mosquitoes than the American strain of the Asian lineage that is currently circulating.
This was unexpected, as MR766 has a long passage history in mice, which is thought to lead to
fitness costs in mosquitoes [33,34]. This provides additional evidence that the ZIKV strain currently circulating in the Americas does not have higher fitness in American mosquitoes. This
finding suggests the possibility that introduction of other lineages of ZIKV could result in
autochthonous transmission. This is significant, because the extent of cross-protection between
ZIKV genotypes is unknown, and new reports have shown that antibody-dependent enhancement (ADE) can occur through ZIKV interaction with anti-dengue antibodies [52]. Further
experiments should be performed to assess the protection conferred from one genotype of
ZIKV to another. Taken together, our data show that American Ae. aegypti, but not Culex,
mosquitoes are susceptible to several strains of ZIKV.

Author Contributions
Conceptualization: JWL CR NC CN SMGL BDF RP WCB RCK GDE.
Funding acquisition: RP BDF GDE.
Investigation: JWL CR NC CN SMGL JRF RCK.
Methodology: JWL CR NC CN SMGL JRF BDF RP WCB RCK GDE.
Resources: JWL CR NC CN SMGL JRF BDF RP WCB RCK GDE.
Supervision: GDE.

PLOS Neglected Tropical Diseases | DOI:10.1371/journal.pntd.0005101 October 26, 2016

13 / 16

Vector Competence of American Mosquitoes for ZIKV

Visualization: JWL.
Writing – original draft: JWL.
Writing – review & editing: JWL CR NC CN SMGL JRF BDF RP WCB RCK GDE.

References
1.

Dick GW, Kitchen SF, Haddow AJ (1952) Zika virus. I. Isolations and serological specificity. Trans R
Soc Trop Med Hyg 46: 509–520. PMID: 12995440

2.

Macnamara FN (1954) Zika virus: a report on three cases of human infection during an epidemic of
jaundice in Nigeria. Trans R Soc Trop Med Hyg 48: 139–145. PMID: 13157159

3.

Marchette NJ, Garcia R, Rudnick A (1969) Isolation of Zika virus from Aedes aegypti mosquitoes in
Malaysia. Am J Trop Med Hyg 18: 411–415. PMID: 4976739

4.

Robin Y, Mouchet J (1975) [Serological and entomological study on yellow fever in Sierra Leone]. Bull
Soc Pathol Exot Filiales 68: 249–258. PMID: 1243735

5.

Renaudet J, Jan C, Ridet J, Adam C, Robin Y (1978) [A serological survey of arboviruses in the human
population of Senegal]. Bull Soc Pathol Exot Filiales 71: 131–140. PMID: 33772

6.

Olson JG, Ksiazek TG, Suhandiman, Triwibowo (1981) Zika virus, a cause of fever in Central Java,
Indonesia. Trans R Soc Trop Med Hyg 75: 389–393. PMID: 6275577

7.

Duffy MR, Chen TH, Hancock WT, Powers AM, Kool JL, et al. (2009) Zika virus outbreak on Yap
Island, Federated States of Micronesia. N Engl J Med 360: 2536–2543. doi: 10.1056/
NEJMoa0805715 PMID: 19516034

8.

Tognarelli J, Ulloa S, Villagra E, Lagos J, Aguayo C, et al. (2016) A report on the outbreak of Zika virus
on Easter Island, South Pacific, 2014. Arch Virol 161: 665–668. doi: 10.1007/s00705-015-2695-5
PMID: 26611910

9.

Cao-Lormeau VM, Roche C, Teissier A, Robin E, Berry AL, et al. (2014) Zika virus, French polynesia,
South pacific, 2013. Emerg Infect Dis 20: 1085–1086. doi: 10.3201/eid2006.140138 PMID: 24856001

10.

Moudy RM, Meola MA, Morin LL, Ebel GD, Kramer LD (2007) A newly emergent genotype of West
Nile virus is transmitted earlier and more efficiently by Culex mosquitoes. Am J Trop Med Hyg 77:
365–370. PMID: 17690414

11.

Tsetsarkin KA, Vanlandingham DL, McGee CE, Higgs S (2007) A single mutation in chikungunya virus
affects vector specificity and epidemic potential. PLoS Pathog 3: e201. doi: 10.1371/journal.ppat.
0030201 PMID: 18069894

12.

Tsetsarkin KA, Chen R, Yun R, Rossi SL, Plante KS, et al. (2014) Multi-peaked adaptive landscape for
chikungunya virus evolution predicts continued fitness optimization in Aedes albopictus mosquitoes.
Nat Commun 5: 4084. doi: 10.1038/ncomms5084 PMID: 24933611

13.

Agarwal A, Sharma AK, Sukumaran D, Parida M, Dash PK (2016) Two novel epistatic mutations (E1:
K211E and E2:V264A) in structural proteins of Chikungunya virus enhance fitness in Aedes aegypti.
Virology 497: 59–68. doi: 10.1016/j.virol.2016.06.025 PMID: 27423270

14.

Tsetsarkin KA, Weaver SC (2011) Sequential adaptive mutations enhance efficient vector switching
by chikungunya virus and its epidemic emergence. PLoS Pathog 7: e1002412. doi: 10.1371/journal.
ppat.1002412 PMID: 22174678

15.

Lanciotti RS, Lambert AJ, Holodniy M, Saavedra S, Signor Ldel C (2016) Phylogeny of Zika Virus in
Western Hemisphere, 2015. Emerg Infect Dis 22: 933–935. doi: 10.3201/eid2205.160065 PMID:
27088323

16.

Ladner JT, Wiley MR, Prieto K, Yasuda CY, Nagle E, et al. (2016) Complete Genome Sequences of
Five Zika Virus Isolates. Genome Announc 4.

17.

Vera-Maloof FZ, Saavedra-Rodriguez K, Elizondo-Quiroga AE, Lozano-Fuentes S, Black WC Iv
(2015) Coevolution of the Ile1,016 and Cys1,534 Mutations in the Voltage Gated Sodium Channel
Gene of Aedes aegypti in Mexico. PLoS Negl Trop Dis 9: e0004263. doi: 10.1371/journal.pntd.
0004263 PMID: 26658798

18.

Waggoner JJ, Gresh L, Vargas MJ, Ballesteros G, Tellez Y, et al. (2016) Viremia and Clinical Presentation in Nicaraguan Patients Infected with Zika Virus, Chikungunya Virus, and Dengue Virus. Clin
Infect Dis.

19.

Turell MJ, Wilson WC, Bennett KE (2010) Potential for North American mosquitoes (Diptera: Culicidae)
to transmit rift valley fever virus. J Med Entomol 47: 884–889. PMID: 20939385

PLOS Neglected Tropical Diseases | DOI:10.1371/journal.pntd.0005101 October 26, 2016

14 / 16

Vector Competence of American Mosquitoes for ZIKV

20.

Gordon A, Henn MR, Harris E (2011) Dynamics of dengue disease severity determined by the interplay
between viral genetics and serotype-specific immunity. Science translational . . ..

21.

Hall GS, Little DP (2007) Relative quantitation of virus population size in mixed genotype infections
using sequencing chromatograms. J Virol Methods 146: 22–28. doi: 10.1016/j.jviromet.2007.05.029
PMID: 17640742

22.

Tamura K, Nei M (1993) Estimation of the number of nucleotide substitutions in the control region of
mitochondrial DNA in humans and chimpanzees. Mol Biol Evol 10: 512–526. PMID: 8336541

23.

Brackney DE, Scott JC, Sagawa F, Woodward JE, Miller NA, et al. (2010) C6/36 Aedes albopictus
cells have a dysfunctional antiviral RNA interference response. PLoS Negl Trop Dis 4: e856. doi: 10.
1371/journal.pntd.0000856 PMID: 21049065

24.

Grubaugh ND, Smith DR, Brackney DE, Bosco-Lauth AM, Fauver JR, et al. (2015) Experimental evolution of an RNA virus in wild birds: evidence for host-dependent impacts on population structure and
competitive fitness. PLoS Pathog 11: e1004874. doi: 10.1371/journal.ppat.1004874 PMID: 25993022

25.

Richards SL, Pesko K, Alto BW, Mores CN (2007) Reduced infection in mosquitoes exposed to blood
meals containing previously frozen flaviviruses. Virus research.

26.

Turell MJ (1988) Reduced Rift Valley fever virus infection rates in mosquitoes associated with pledget
feedings. Am J Trop Med Hyg 39: 597–602. PMID: 3207178

27.

Miller BR, Beaty BJ, Aitken TH, Eckels KH, Russell PK (1982) Dengue-2 vaccine: oral infection, transmission, and lack of evidence for reversion in the mosquito, Aedes aegypti. Am J Trop Med Hyg 31:
1232–1237. PMID: 7149108

28.

Okuno T, Mitchell CJ, Chen PS, Wang JS, Lin SY (1973) Seasonal infection of Culex mosquitos and
swine with Japanese encephalitis virus. Bull World Health Organ 49: 347–352. PMID: 4369158

29.

Maharaj PD, Bolling BG, Anishchenko M, Reisen WK, Brault AC (2014) Genetic Determinants of Differential Oral Infection Phenotypes of West Nile and St. Louis Encephalitis Viruses in Culex spp. Mosquitoes. Am J Trop Med Hyg 91: 1066–1072. doi: 10.4269/ajtmh.14-0289 PMID: 25157120

30.

Miller BR (1987) Increased yellow fever virus infection and dissemination rates in Aedes aegypti mosquitoes orally exposed to freshly grown virus. Trans R Soc Trop Med Hyg 81: 1011–1012. PMID:
3503398

31.

Liu J, Liu Y, Nie K, Du S, Qiu J, et al. (2016) Flavivirus NS1 protein in infected host sera enhances viral
acquisition by mosquitoes. Nature Microbiology 1: 16087. doi: 10.1038/nmicrobiol.2016.87 PMID:
27562253

32.

Somnuke P, Hauhart RE, Atkinson JP, Diamond MS, Avirutnan P (2011) N-linked glycosylation of dengue virus NS1 protein modulates secretion, cell-surface expression, hexamer stability, and interactions
with human complement. Virology 413: 253–264. doi: 10.1016/j.virol.2011.02.022 PMID: 21429549

33.

Coffey LL, Vasilakis N, Brault AC, Powers AM, Tripet F, et al. (2008) Arbovirus evolution in vivo is constrained by host alternation. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A 105: 6970–6975. doi: 10.1073/pnas.
0712130105 PMID: 18458341

34.

Weaver SC, Brault AC, Kang W, Holland JJ (1999) Genetic and fitness changes accompanying adaptation of an arbovirus to vertebrate and invertebrate cells. J Virol 73: 4316–4326. PMID: 10196330

35.

Tsetsarkin KA, McGee CE, Volk SM, Vanlandingham DL, Weaver SC, et al. (2009) Epistatic roles of
E2 glycoprotein mutations in adaption of chikungunya virus to Aedes albopictus and Ae. aegypti mosquitoes. PLoS One 4: e6835. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0006835 PMID: 19718263

36.

Wong PS, Li MZ, Chong CS, Ng LC, Tan CH (2013) Aedes (Stegomyia) albopictus (Skuse): a potential
vector of Zika virus in Singapore. PLoS Negl Trop Dis 7: e2348. doi: 10.1371/journal.pntd.0002348
PMID: 23936579

37.

Ledermann JP, Guillaumot L, Yug L, Saweyog SC, Tided M, et al. (2014) Aedes hensilli as a potential
vector of Chikungunya and Zika viruses. PLoS Negl Trop Dis 8: e3188. doi: 10.1371/journal.pntd.
0003188 PMID: 25299181

38.

Diagne CT, Diallo D, Faye O, Ba Y, Faye O, et al. (2015) Potential of selected Senegalese Aedes spp.
mosquitoes (Diptera: Culicidae) to transmit Zika virus. BMC Infect Dis 15: 492. doi: 10.1186/s12879015-1231-2 PMID: 26527535

39.

Chouin-Carneiro T, Vega-Rua A, Vazeille M, Yebakima A, Girod R, et al. (2016) Differential Susceptibilities of Aedes aegypti and Aedes albopictus from the Americas to Zika Virus. PLoS Negl Trop Dis
10: e0004543. doi: 10.1371/journal.pntd.0004543 PMID: 26938868

40.

Bennett KE, Olson KE, Munoz Mde L, Fernandez-Salas I, Farfan-Ale JA, et al. (2002) Variation in vector competence for dengue 2 virus among 24 collections of Aedes aegypti from Mexico and the United
States. Am J Trop Med Hyg 67: 85–92. PMID: 12363070

41.

Amraoui F, Atyame-Nten C, Vega-Rua A, Lourenco-de-Oliveira R, Vazeille M, et al. (2016) Culex mosquitoes are experimentally unable to transmit Zika virus. Euro Surveill 21.

PLOS Neglected Tropical Diseases | DOI:10.1371/journal.pntd.0005101 October 26, 2016

15 / 16

Vector Competence of American Mosquitoes for ZIKV

42.

Fernandes RS, Campos SS, Ferreira-de-Brito A, Miranda RM, Barbosa da Silva KA, et al. (2016)
Culex quinquefasciatus from Rio de Janeiro Is Not Competent to Transmit the Local Zika Virus. PLoS
Negl Trop Dis 10: e0004993. doi: 10.1371/journal.pntd.0004993 PMID: 27598421

43.

Hall-Mendelin S, Pyke AT, Moore PR, Mackay IM, McMahon JL, et al. (2016) Assessment of Local
Mosquito Species Incriminates Aedes aegypti as the Potential Vector of Zika Virus in Australia. PLoS
Negl Trop Dis 10: e0004959. doi: 10.1371/journal.pntd.0004959 PMID: 27643685

44.

Aliota MT, Peinado SA, Osorio JE, Bartholomay LC (2016) Culex pipiens and Aedes triseriatus Mosquito Susceptibility to Zika Virus. Emerg Infect Dis 22.

45.

Huang YS, Ayers VB, Lyons AC, Unlu I, Alto BW, et al. (2016) Culex Species Mosquitoes and Zika
Virus. Vector Borne Zoonotic Dis.

46.

Guerbois M, Fernandez-Salas I, Azar SR, Danis-Lozano R, Alpuche-Aranda CM, et al. (2016) Outbreak of Zika Virus Infection, Chiapas State, Mexico, 2015, and First Confirmed Transmission by
Aedes aegypti Mosquitoes in the Americas. J Infect Dis.

47.

Guo XX, Li CX, Deng YQ, Xing D, Liu QM, et al. (2016) Culex pipiens quinquefasciatus: a potential vector to transmit Zika virus. Emerg Microbes Infect 5: e102. doi: 10.1038/emi.2016.102 PMID: 27599470

48.

Grubaugh ND, Weger-Lucarelli J, Murrieta RA, Fauver JR, Garcia-Luna SM, et al. (2016) Genetic Drift
during Systemic Arbovirus Infection of Mosquito Vectors Leads to Decreased Relative Fitness during
Host Switching. Cell Host Microbe 19: 481–492. doi: 10.1016/j.chom.2016.03.002 PMID: 27049584

49.

Samuel PP, Arunachalam N, Hiriyan J, Thenmozhi V, Gajanana A, et al. (2004) Host-feeding pattern
of Culex quinquefasciatus Say and Mansonia annulifera (Theobald) (Diptera: Culicidae), the major
vectors of filariasis in a rural area of south India. J Med Entomol 41: 442–446. PMID: 15185948

50.

Kent R, Juliusson L, Weissmann M, Evans S, Komar N (2009) Seasonal blood-feeding behavior of
Culex tarsalis (Diptera: Culicidae) in Weld County, Colorado, 2007. J Med Entomol 46: 380–390.
PMID: 19351092

51.

Kent RJ, Reiche AS, Morales-Betoulle ME, Komar N (2010) Comparison of engorged Culex quinquefasciatus collection and blood-feeding pattern among four mosquito collection methods in Puerto Barrios, Guatemala, 2007. J Am Mosq Control Assoc 26: 332–336. doi: 10.2987/09-5953.1 PMID:
21033062

52.

Dejnirattisai W, Supasa P, Wongwiwat W, Rouvinski A, Barba-Spaeth G, et al. (2016) Dengue virus
sero-cross-reactivity drives antibody-dependent enhancement of infection with zika virus. Nat
Immunol.

PLOS Neglected Tropical Diseases | DOI:10.1371/journal.pntd.0005101 October 26, 2016

16 / 16

