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As the COVID-19 pandemic continues to develop, new 
scientific findings are being made every day around the 
world that help us to learn more about the epidemiology 
of the virus, SARS-CoV-2.  

There is no doubt that the pandemic is being driven by 
transmission from human to human, and that spread of 
the disease must be tackled by preventing this. 
However, as veterinarians, it is important to stay informed 
regarding the potential role of animals in the origin and 
transmission of SARS-CoV-2, both for our own efforts to 
prevent further spread of the disease, as well as to 
educate the public and dispel rumours and 
misinformation. 

The zoonotic origin of SARS-CoV-2 

Although the exact origin of the virus is not currently 
known (and may never be), the evidence strongly points 
towards its originally being a zoonotic disease. A 
coronavirus discovered in intermediate horseshoe bats in 
China in 2015 is the most closely related virus to SARS-
CoV-2 found so far, with a 96% similarity between the 
genomes. It is therefore likely that the virus originated in 
bats and may have been transmitted to humans 
through another species acting as an intermediate host. 

Pangolins were identified as possibly involved when a 
high degree of similarity (97%) was found between SARS-
CoV-2 and a pangolin coronavirus in the specific part of 
the genome encoding the receptor-binding domain. 
However, the genomes have only an 85% similarity 
overall, making it unlikely that pangolins were involved 
as an intermediate host.  

Many of the early detected cases of COVID-19 occurred 
in people who had been to the Huanan Seafood 
Market, a wet market in Wuhan, China at which a 
variety of live wild animals were sold. It is therefore 

believed that the market may have been the location of 
spillover of the virus from animals to humans. However, 
the virus was found in environmental samples taken at 
the market, but not in any live animals there.  
Considering that several early cases of COVID-19 were 
not associated with the market, and the lack of 
evidence of an animal reservoir there, it is not possible to 
conclude whether the market was the point of origin of 
the virus or simply a location where the virus spread 
between people. 

The city of Wuhan is a transportation hub with a large 
human population, so would be an ideal location for the 
spread of an emerging disease that reached the city 
from another area.  

Regardless of the origin of the disease, we know that 
currently COVID-19 is a disease of humans. However, the 
disease does not appear to be exclusive to our species 
and potential exists for humans to infect other animals. 
This is known as a reverse zoonosis or anthroponosis. 

SARS-CoV-2 as an athroponosis 

Reports from several countries have provided evidence 
of some species of animals being infected by people, as 
well as animal-to-animal transmission and even cases of 
the virus being transmitted back to people. 

In field settings, infections with clinical signs have been 
reported in domestic cats, lions and tigers in a zoo and 
farmed mink. A small number of domestic dogs have 
tested positive after close contact with infected people 
but there have been no confirmed cases of clinical signs 
in dogs.  

In laboratory settings, domestic cats, ferrets, golden 
Syrian hamsters, Egyptian fruit bats, cynomolgus 
monkeys and rhesus macaques have been 

Minks, domestic cats, tigers and lions have all been observed showing clinical signs of COVID-19 after being infected 
by humans in field settings. 
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experimentally infected. Dogs, pigs and poultry 
appeared relatively resistant to infection. 

Testing of animals 

In most countries, resources required for the testing of 
people are limited, and testing capacity is sub-optimal. 
Routine testing of animals should therefore be 
considered only if it can take place without competing 
for resources needed for human testing. This testing 
should also be consistent with the public health goals of 
the area. The OIE recommends that “Sampling and 
testing of animals could be considered in situations 
where the results will inform decision making, animal 
case or population management, or public health 
response, or further the body of knowledge on the 
transmission of the virus.” 

Testing of individual animals should occur only when 
there is a clear rationale for doing so, such as suspicious 
clinical signs or exposure to an infected person. The 
general public should be discouraged from bringing their 
pets to their veterinarian for testing, as this is largely 
unnecessary and increases the risk of disease 
transmission through contact between people. 
Additionally, it is currently not possible to test animals in 
South Africa as there is no available animal test for SARS-
CoV-2. 

Preventing zoonotic and anthroponotic transmission 

While the vast majority of infection risk for all sectors of 
the population comes from other people, those working 
in close contact with animals should observe 
precautionary principles to prevent both human-to-
animal and animal-to-human disease transmission. 
Veterinarians and paraveterinarians should take 
precautions when working with animals, including 
wearing personal protective equipment that includes a 
mask, washing or sanitising hands frequently and 
avoiding unnecessary close contact with animals. 
Standard hygiene and biosecurity measures should be 
strictly observed.  

Sanitary and phytosanitary measures 

There is currently no evidence that SARS-CoV-2 can be 
transmitted in animal products or other food. Sanitary 
and phytosanitary requirements to prevent disease 
spread between countries in food are therefore not 
justified in this case. Additionally, unnecessary 
requirements cause disruption in the food supply chain 
and can lead to  exacerbation of existing problems such 
as economic damage, food insecurity, malnutrition and 
food wastage. The OIE is currently developing guidelines 
regarding sanitary and phytosanitary measures related 
to COVID-19. 

References 

Baker et al. (2020) Panel discussion: COVID-19, World 
Veterinary Association Congress. Webinar ,15 May 2020. 

Huang et al. (2020) Clinical features of patients infected 
with 2019 novel coronavirus in Wuhan, China. The 
Lancet, 395. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30183
-5  

International Society of Infectious Diseases: ProMED 
coronavirus alerts. Accessed 27 May 2020. Available at 
https://promedmail.org/coronavirus/  

Lau et al. (2020) Possible bat origin of severe acute 
respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2. Emerging Infectious 
Diseases. https://doi.org/10.3201/eid2607.200092 

OIE (2020) Considerations for sampling, testing, and 
reporting of SARS-CoV-2 in animals, Version 1, 7 May 
2020.  

Shi et al. (2020) Susceptibility of ferrets, cats, dogs, and 
other domesticated animals to SARS–coronavirus 2. 
Science, 8 Apr 2020. DOI: 10.1126/science.abb7015    

Zhou et al. (2020) A pneumonia outbreak associated 
with a new coronavirus of probable bat origin. Nature, 
579. https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-020-2012-7  

There is no rationale for imposing sanitary and phytosanitary measures on food products being        
transported internationally to prevent  transmission of COVID-19. 



������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������ 

 

9ඔඝඕඍ����,ඛඛඝඍ�� 

Three new outbreaks of African swine fever were 
reported in South Africa within the last month.  

Mpumalanga: Outbreaks have been ongoing in 
Mpumalanga province with five outbreaks still open 
since September 2019 and one new outbreak reported 
in the province. All outbreaks have been associated with 
movement of pigs at auctions or other trade in live pigs. 

Free State: A new outbreak was reported in Mafube 
local municipality, linked to movement of animals from 
another province where there was an active outbreak. 

Eastern Cape: The first outbreak that has been reported 
from the Eastern Cape occurred in the Amathole district. 
Unusual pig mortalities occurred in the area and  
inspection of the affected property was done with 
samples taken during post-mortem examination of the 
dead pigs. African swine fever was diagnosed and 
confirmed by PCR testing. Subsequent investigations by 
veterinary services officials identified at least two 
affected villages in the Mnquma local municipality  
where over 200 pigs have died. The area is home to 

many free-ranging pigs, making control of the disease 
using quarantine and biosecurity measures challenging. 

Outbreaks that have occurred in the Northern Cape, 
Gauteng and North-West province since April 2019 are 
either resolved or in the final stages of surveillance 
before resolution. 

Properties on which there is a suspicion of an outbreak of 
African swine fever should be quarantined immediately. 
Samples taken from dead pigs should include spleen 
and lymph nodes and these should be sent to TAD for 
PCR testing. Serological testing is not recommended as it  
is not useful in detecting acute cases of African swine 
fever. 
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African swine fever update 
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The owner of a horse living on a farm near Beaufort West noticed severe acute swelling of the ocular mucous 
membranes and supraorbital fossae and reported it to the state vet who investigated and took samples. The horse 
died overnight. Test results were positive for African horse sickness (AHS) virus, genotype 7. Increased surveillance in 
the area detected no other cases of AHS within 30km for more than 40 days after the initial case. 

Bluetongue outbreaks in sheep were reported from ten different properties in the Beaufort West area. 

After moving from Worcester to Porterville for training, a stallion showed nervous signs and had pyrexia. Test results 
were positive for both West Nile virus and equine encephalosis virus.  � 

Domestic pigeons kept in Cape Town began to die acutely with no clinical signs. Subsequent cases showed green 
diarrhoea and nervous signs. Samples taken were positive for pigeon paramyxovirus, against which the surviving 
pigeons were vaccinated in response.  

Rams that became emaciated near Moorreesburg were slaughtered and a diagnosis was made of ovine Johne’s 
disease.  The affected farm is the neighbor of an already positive flock. 

Dead-in-shell chicks at a hatchery in the Paardeberg area tested positive for Salmonella enteritidis. On a broiler farm 
in the same area, boot swabs from a broiler house tested positive. No clinical signs were seen in the chickens. 

On a farm near Atlantis, chick-box liners also tested positive for Salmonella enteritidis. Follow-up cloacal swabs tested 
negative. 

Infectious bovine rhinotracheitis was confirmed on a 
blood test of a Nguni bull near Piketberg. The bull was 
in quarantine on the farm after being bought in from 
Malmesbury.  

A two-year-old Jersey ox near Kalbaskraal showed 
clinical signs of snotsiekte and died a few hours later. 
PCR testing of blood confirmed sheep-associated 
bovine malignant catarrhal fever. There are sheep on 
the farm kept separately quite far away from the dairy 
herd.  

Sheep were bought from the Northern Cape in 
December 2019 to a farm near Langebaan. On arrival 
the sheep were scratching and biting, but stopped 
after they were sheared and treated once with 
ivermectin. In April 2020 80% of sheep on the farm 
started showing signs of pruritis and a diagnosis of 
sheep scab was made. The farm was placed under 
quarantine and treatment was done under official 
supervision. 

Two ewes in Lutzville showed clinical signs of 
pasteurellosis. Near Koekenaap  40 lambs also died of 
Pasteurella infection. 

Erysipelas lesions were seen on the skin of pigs from 
Eendekuil after slaughter.  

Cases of canine distemper were seen in Beaufort 
West.  

Outbreak events 

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 
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Typical, raised, diamond-shaped lesions of swine           
erysipelas (Photo: S Swart) 


