Hepatitis E virus (HEV) is the agent of the hepatitis E disease that in Europe is mainly transmitted foodborne. Human cases in EU have increased in the last years and are linked to the consumption of raw or undercooked pork product or wild boar meat infected by the zoonotic .HEV-3 genotype. Rabbit HEV (HEV-3ra) is a recent genotype of HE V detected in feral, wild and farmed rabbit species (France 23%, Netherlands 60% and Germany 37.3%), and, only recently, in humans in both France and Switzerland. The genotype is now considered zoonotic, most likely affecting immunocompromises but so far, no foodborne transmission has been described. Genetically, the virus strictly resembles the zoonotic genotype HEV-3, except for an insertion in the ORFI and more rarely in the overlapping ORFl-ORF2 region (recombinant subtype). The infection in rabbits is similar to other animal hosts and the virus is localized in several organs besides the liver. In Italy, two studies confirmed the circulation of the virus in pet and wild rabbit populations, by detection of anti-HEV IgG. The viral RNA has been detected rarely in only a few wild animals in Tuscany region and matched with both HEV3 and HEV-3ra. In the present study, we investigated the occurrence of HEV-RNA in liver of 328 brown hares (Lepus europaeus) sampled in 13 Italian regions between 2019 and 2021, in the framework of the regional surveillance plans for wildlife diseases. HEV-RNA (0/328 liver samples) and anti-HEV antibodies (0/34 meat juice) were not detected in any tested hare. In conclusion, even if the hare seems not to be involved in the epidemiology of HEV further investigation is needed to constantly monitor the HEV presence in wild hosts, and to prevent possible foodborne zoonotic spill-over of both HEV-3 and HEV-3ra genotypes
