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What are the chances? Never zero Sheep scab comes out of hiding 

Lesley van Helden 

All skin conditions in sheep are classified as controlled 

diseases under the Animal Diseases Act (35 of 1984). This is 

because itching, wool loss and scaly skin are clinical signs 

shared by almost all skin conditions, the most important of 

which is sheep scab. 

Sheep scab is caused by a parasitic mite, Psoroptes ovis, 

which feeds on the skin surface of the sheep and causes 

intense itching, scratching and wool loss (fig 4). In severe 

cases, sheep are so focussed on scratching that they 

stop all other activities, such as mating, caring for lambs 

and even eating, resulting in emaciation and death. 

Infested animals lose condition and grow poorly, resulting 

in reproduction and meat-production losses. Damage to 

the skin and wool can result in sheep being unable to 

protect themselves against the cold, as well as financial 

losses from potential wool and leather sales. Sheep scab 

is therefore a disease with significant welfare and 

economic consequences.  

Fortunately, sheep scab is easily treatable. All sheep in an 

affected flock should be treated twice, seven to ten days 

apart, with an appropriate remedy. This can involve 

either dipping using an organophosphate or injection of 

a macrocyclic lactone, such as doramectin. Treatment is 

not without risk, however, as dipping can cause 

inhalation pneumonia or cold stress during winter. 

Treatment is also costly, in the form of labour, time and 

money. For adult sheep, a dose of an injectable remedy 

can cost 95c to R7.00 per animal, depending on the 

product used and the weight of the sheep. 

If sheep scab is such a serious issue, but is easily treated, 

why does it remain a problem in the Western Cape? This 

month, nine infested properties were reported in the 

province, many of which appear to have been infested 

for months before the disease was reported. This 

outbreak is unusual in that sheep scab is more commonly 

detected in winter when mites become more active in 

the cooler weather.  

A general pattern of higher numbers of reported 

outbreaks occurring during the cooler months can be 

seen in figure 1, but in some years there are very few 

reported outbreaks. Between 2007 and 2015, an average 

of 17 outbreaks were reported per year, ranging 

between nine and 21. Since 2016, however, this average 

dropped to only seven outbreaks reported per year. In 

these three years, no seasonal pattern can be seen 

anymore as the number of reported cases is so low.  

According to Veterinary Services field staff involved with 

the latest outbreaks, the lack of reporting can be 

attributed mainly to the stigma associated with sheep 

scab. Many farmers believe that admitting they have a 

sheep scab infestation will ruin their reputations as 

competent farmers. When faced with clinical signs of a 

skin condition in their sheep, they will insist that the cause 

is something other than sheep scab, such as red lice or 

dermatophilosis (“klontwol”), apparently ignorant that 

these conditions are also notifiable. They will then 

attempt to treat these conditions themselves, often 

seeing a reduction in clinical signs as a result, as co-

infections are common. 

Many farmers who realise that they have sheep scab will 

keep it a secret and also try to treat it themselves, often 

using the wrong procedure or product. For instance, in 

Figure 1: Sheep scab outbreaks reported in the Western Cape: 2007-2019 
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several cases the entire flock has been treated with the 

exception of the young lambs, or the flock is treated only 

once. The state vet is contacted as a last resort once all 

other options have been exhausted and the disease is in 

its advanced stages. This results in far higher production 

losses than necessary, wasting time and money of both 

the farmer and the state and contributing to the disease 

spreading to neighbouring farms. 

Outbreaks of sheep skin conditions should therefore 

always be reported immediately upon detection. This is 

not only wise practice to prevent losses, but is required by 

law. Under the Animal Diseases Act, all farmers are 

obliged to inform the state vet, their neighbours and 

prospective buyers of skin conditions in their sheep. They 

are also obliged to take all reasonable steps to prevent 

any disease from spreading to someone else’s property 

from theirs. Not reporting sheep scab can therefore result 

in a farmer being legally liable for his neighbour’s losses. 

Hopefully through education and peer pressure within 

the agricultural community, the stigma associated with 

sheep scab will fall away as farmers realise that early 

reporting leads to early intervention, assistance from the 

state and  prevention of large-scale outbreaks. 

Prevention of sheep scab can be achieved with basic 

external biosecurity measures and thus is a cheaper and 

more welfare-friendly option than treatment. In most 

cases that are reported in the Western Cape, the disease 

has been spread by contact between sheep sharing 

fences, so maintenance of fences is important, and the 

ideal is to build double fences to prevent contact with 

livestock on neighbouring properties. 

Shearing teams or anyone else that moves from farm to 

farm and has contact with sheep can spread the mites. 

Trucks, paddocks and any other equipment that has had 

contact with infested sheep should also be cleaned and 

disinfected to kill any mites. 

Sheep scab is often brought onto a property through 

introduction of new animals. The safest way to prevent 

introduction is to maintain a closed herd. However, many 

farmers that claim to run a closed herd system do not 

consider the fact that they buy in rams, which have just 

as much potential to be infested with sheep scab mites 

as ewes do. Sheep of unknown origin should preferably 

not be bought, and any new sheep should be isolated 

from other animals on arrival and inspected and/or 

treated for sheep scab before being mixed with the rest 

of the flock. 

What role do animals other than sheep, such as goats 

and cattle, play in the epidemiology and transmission of 

sheep scab? Several scientific studies that have 

attempted to answer this question have had inconsistent 

results. In some, there is no evidence of mites being able 

to survive on or cause disease in species other than 

sheep, but in other studies it appears that mites can be 

transmitted to sheep by other species. A precautionary 

approach on infested farms is perhaps wise. Other 

species in contact with the sheep can be treated at the 

same time, preferably by dipping, to prevent any mites 

surviving to re-infest the flock.  

Another reason why prevention is better than control: A 

study published by Doherty et al. in 2018 from the United 

Kingdom provides evidence that mites on several farms 

have developed resistance to moxidectin, one of the 

macrocyclic lactones. There is therefore a risk that in the 

future, drug resistance will render treatment more difficult 

and less effective than it is currently. This situation can be 

delayed as long as possible through prudent use of 

preventive measures and early reporting of detected 

outbreaks.  

Beyond our borders: HPAI in Namibian penguins 

The cause of a mass mortality event of African penguins (fig 3) near Luderitz in 

Namibia has been confirmed as H5N8 highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI). 

Penguins in the breeding colony located on Halifax Island showed neurological signs 

including head-tilting, twitching and loss of co-ordination. Corneal opacity was also 

seen, similar to penguin H5N8 HPAI cases in South Africa in 2018. Attempts to treat 

some of the penguins at a local rehabilitation centre were unsuccessful. Of a colony 

of approximately 7000, over 200 penguins have died. Similar clinical signs were 

noticed in swift terns in the same area, but mortalities of this species have not been 

reported. 

Figure 3: Dead penguins near Luderitz (Photo: The Namibian) 

Figure 2: Dipping sheep to treat sheep scab and red lice 

infestations (Photo: M Chapman) 
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Disclaimer: This report is published on a monthly basis for the 

purpose of providing up-to-date information regarding          

epidemiology of animal diseases in the Western Cape Province. 

Much of the information is therefore preliminary and should not 

be cited/utilised for publication 

Epidemiology Report edited by State Veterinarians Epidemiology: 

Dr Lesley van Helden  (lesleyvh@elsenburg.com)  

Dr Laura Roberts (laurar@elsenburg.com) 

Previous reports are available at www.elsenburg.com/vetepi 

Outbreak events 

Sheep scab outbreaks were reported from eight properties in the Swartland and one near Paarl. Varying degrees of 

clinical signs, including damage to wool, pruritis and alopecia were seen (fig 4). The infestations appear to have 

started with the arrival of new sheep, and to have spread to neighbouring farms.  

Outbreaks of bluetongue in sheep were reported by farmers near Riviersonderend and Botrivier. 

Laughing doves in Cape Town were seen dying after showing neurological signs: disorientation, incoordination and 

splayed legs. Samples taken from dead birds tested positive for pigeon paramyxovirus, a form of virulent Newcastle 

disease.  

Five sheep farms near Malmesbury, Moorreesburg, Caledon and Riviersonderend were diagnosed positive for 

Johne’s disease after progressive emaciation of a few sheep was seen over time.  

Salmonella enteritidis was isolated from dead-in-shell chicks and chick box liners arriving on a broiler chicken farm in 

the Paardeberg region and on boot cover swabs on a farm near Atlantis. 

Bovine anaplasmosis was reported by farmer near Caledon. 

A herd of beef cattle near Murraysburg were tested for bovine brucellosis with one positive reactor. As the tag 

numbers were not well recorded, the herd was retested and there was again one positive reactor, with a CFT titre of 

688. There is no history of brucellosis on any of the 

neighbouring farms, there have been no new 

movements onto this farm and the farmer does not 

vaccinate his cattle against brucellosis. The positive 

reactor animal will be slaughtered and bacterial 

culture attempted, as well as retesting of the herd 

and further investigation of the status of cattle herds 

in the area. 

Parrot chicks being reared in Ladismith showed 

acute vomiting, diarrhoea, loss of condition and 

death. On post mortem they were diagnosed 

positive for psittacosis. The staff member feeding the 

parrots complained of chest pains and respiratory 

problems and was advised to contact his doctor 

immediately. All birds on the premises will be 

quarantined and treated with doxycycline for 45 

days. 

Sheep in the far north of the province experienced 

various problems associated with clostridia.  

Chickens near Vanrhynsdorp were seen with fowl 

pox and scaly leg mite. 

Abomasal impactions caused by sand were seen in 

sheep and cattle in Vanrhynsdorp and Vredendal. 

Cattle on two farms near George died of malignant 

catarrhal fever. On one of the farms this was the 

second occurrence of wildebeest-associated 

disease in six months, as there are wildebeest on 

neighbouring game farms. On the other farm, the 

virus was sheep-associated, probably originating 

from sheep that are kept on other farms in the area. Figure 4: Sheep showing clinical signs of sheep scab 

(Photo: M Chapman) 


