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

 

9ඔඝඕඍ����,ඛඛඝඍ�� 

EPIDEMIOLOGY 
REPORT 

VETERINARY SERVICES 

February 2020 

Volume 12 Issue 2 

The role of the veterinary profession during a pandemic    
              Lesley van Helden 

The novel coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 has gone from a 
newly emerging pathogen to being the cause of a 
global pandemic of COVID-19 in the space of just four 
months. While this is a human disease, transmitted from 
person to person, the veterinary profession can play a 
significant role in controlling and mitigating the negative 
effects of this pandemic. 

Be proactive 

In South Africa, several cases of COVID-19 have been 
imported, but there have been no cases of local 
transmission yet. This is therefore the time to make sure 
that your household and place of work have plans in 
place. A plan to prevent cases of contagious human 
disease should already be put into action, while a 
contingency plan should be drafted to decide what 
actions will be taken in the event of community spread  
of SARS-CoV-2 in South Africa. The World Health 
Organisation has provided a guidance document on 
how to do so at https://www.who.int/docs/default-
source/coronaviruse/getting-workplace-ready-for-covid-
19.pdf?sfvrsn=359a81e7_6  

Preventive actions: Encourage good hygiene at home 
and in the vet practice. All staff should wash their hands 
frequently using soap and water, especially after 
contact with other people, before and after eating or 
preparing food and after going to the bathroom. 
Surfaces that are touched by many people, such as in 
the kitchen or in the consult room should be cleaned 
with disinfectant after each use or between each client . 
Hand-sanitiser should be available at least at reception 
desks for staff and clients to use. Staff should know to 
stay at home if they have symptoms of any contagious 
disease. Anyone who comes to work sick should be 
separated from other staff members and sent home as 
soon as possible. These measures will work to increase 
the health and productivity of work teams and families 
at all times, even when there isn’t a global pandemic. 

Contingency planning: In the case of community spread 
in your area, every place of work should draft a plan 
determining what actions to be taken. Decide ahead of 
time whether any of your staff members are able to work 
from home and whether your clinic or business will stay 
open. Plan how you will respond if one of your staff 
becomes ill or is in contact with a case of COVID-19. Also 
plan how you will respond if an ill client needs veterinary 
care for their animals. Consider whether there are 
telemedicine options available to use for your bona fide 
clients. 

Additionally, make sure everyone at your place of work 
is familiar with the plan and what actions to take as a 
result. 

Communicate 

Vets and paravets generally play an integral role in their 
communities and are regarded by the public as sources 
of reliable information. There is therefore significant 
potential to communicate accurate and useful 
information to the public. 

Pets can provide comfort in times of anxiety, but plans 
for their care and protection should be made in case of 
their owners being quarantined or sick. (Photo: L Evans) 
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Clients should be advised regarding general preventive 
measures for disease transmission and the importance of 
developing their own contingency plan, including the 
care of their animals should they become ill or 
quarantined. 

Questions from the public regarding the risk of their pets 
getting COVID-19 should be answered with the most 
current information i.e. that there is no evidence that 
SARS-CoV-2 causes disease in or can be transmitted by 
any animals other than humans. In the single reported 
case of a dog infected by its owner in Hong Kong, the 
dog showed no clinical signs and the PCR test was  
weakly positive, meaning that it is unknown if the virus 
was intact and if the dog would be able to pass it on.  

However, in the event of a person becoming sick, 
common-sense precautions should be put in place by 
limiting contact with pets. If you must have contact with 
your pet while sick, wash your hands and wear a mask 
which you dispose of after use. Pets in contact with sick 
people may become contaminated with pathogens 
and can spread illness to other members of the 
household by mechanical transmission. Both sick and 
healthy people should always wash their hands after 
touching their pets. 

The public should be pointed towards reliable sources of 
information, such as the National Institute for 
Communicable Diseases (NICD) and the WHO to avoid 
misinformation and sensationalised reporting. 

 

Support 

Anxiety and stress lead to both depressed immune 
systems and irrational behaviour. Reassure members of 
the public that as long as they are taking reasonable 
precautions recommended by health authorities, there is 
no further need to be concerned. Discourage panicking 
and hoarding of supplies, especially basic necessities 
and medications that may be needed by others. Reach 
out to friends, family and colleagues that may be 
struggling in order to help and encourage each other. 
Make sure also to take time out for yourself to relax and 
recharge, and talk to a mental health professional about 
any issues you may be experiencing. 

During times of uncertainty, it is important to maintain a 
strong sense of community. The actions of every person 
make a difference in reducing disease transmission, 
saving lives and protecting the economy.   

Resources 

National COVID-19 hotline: 0800 029 999  

National Institute for Communicable Diseases South 
African situation reports, information and advice: http://
www.nicd.ac.za/diseases-a-z-index/covid-19/  

World Health Organisation advice and information: 
https://www.epi-win.com/  

World Health Organisation COVID-19 global situation 
reports: https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/
novel-coronavirus-2019/situation-reports/  

On 17 February 2020, the prohibition on gatherings 
of cloven-hoofed animals to prevent the spread of 
foot and mouth disease (FMD) was lifted.  A total of 
19 linked properties were found to be positive for 
FMD as a result of tracing operations, all within 
Limpopo Province (fig 1). 

The implementation of a biosecurity plan for all 
properties keeping cloven-hoofed animals , as well 
as vigilance for any clinical signs of disease in their 
herds is still encouraged for all livestock producers. 

FMD auction ban lifted 

Figure 1: The locations of 19 properties in Limpopo 
Province reported to the OIE as infected with foot 
and mouth disease since 1 November 2019, 
indicated by red circles    (OIE, 2020) 
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The report below describes various movement patterns 
of horses and wild equids whose travel is regulated as a 
result of AHS. The period evaluated is the 2019 calendar 
year. We differentiate between movements from the 
infected part of South Africa and those that occur within 
the AHS controlled area, the latter only where 
movements occur to a zone of higher control. Wild 
equid movements are also evaluated as well as more 
detail on those stepwise movements that required a 
stopover quarantine period prior to entry into the AHS 
controlled area.  

Permit based movements – infected zone to controlled 
area 

This section deals with any equid moving from the AHS 
infected part of South Africa (or from South Africa’s 
neighbouring countries) directly into the AHS controlled 
area in the Western Cape Province. Movements from 
the infected zone require an AHS risk status classification 
which is reported by the State veterinarian (SV) of origin 
in the form of an area status declaration (ASD). 

Domestic equines 

A total of 2014 movement events consisting of 4418 
domestic equines, all horses, occurred in 2019, with an 
average of two equines moving per movement 
application. 

The most horses moved were by far Thoroughbreds, with 
48.9% of the total representing this breed. Most horses 
moved between August and October 2019. The AHS 
surveillance zone was by far the most common 
destination (62%) for horses moved. 

Figure 2 gives an indication of the primary sources of 
horses moving into the AHS controlled area. In this case 
we have categorised the movement by the State 
Veterinary area of origin. These areas are specifically 
labelled if 200 or more horses moved from that region 
during the year. The primary two regions of origin are 
both in the Western Cape Province, namely the George 
and Beaufort West State Veterinary areas. These two 
areas of origin accounted for 42% of all horses moved 

Figure 2: The total number of horses per State veterinary area of origin that moved into the AHS con-
trolled area in 2019. Areas are labelled if more than 200 horses moved from the region during the year. 

African horse sickness movement control 2019 

Adapted from the African horse sickness control: Movement report 2019 by J.D. Grewar1 and C.T. Weyer1 

1 South African Equine Health and Protocols NPC 
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from the infected area during the year. The six labelled 
areas in figure 2 accounted for a total of 68% of all 
horses moved during the year. 

A single movement (of a single horse) occurred from 
outside South Africa into the controlled area where a 
horse from Namibia moved into vector protected stop-
over quarantine in early September 2019. This movement 
is not shown in figure 2 since the origin was not a South 
African state vet area.  

Stop-over quarantine (SOQ) movements 

A total of nine SOQ facilities were used during 2019, two 
of which are in the AHS controlled area itself (and are 
hence vector protected stop-over quarantine facilities). 
319 horses moved under this protocol, compared to 366 
for the previous period reviewed. 36 (11%) horses 
travelled through the two facilities that were in the 
controlled area. All stop-over facilities used in 2019 were 
within the Western Cape boundaries except for the post-
import vector-protected quarantine station in Kempton 
Park. 

Wild equids 

A total of 26 wild equids (all zebra) were moved into or 
from the AHS controlled area during 2019. The majority 
that moved were Burchell’s zebra (aka Plains zebra - 
Equus burchelli) and include the zebra associated with 
the Quagga Project in the Western Cape. One Cape 
Mountain Zebra (Equus zebra zebra) moved, and this 
was the single animal that moved from the infected 
zone into the AHS controlled area. The remaining 25  
animals that moved were within or out of the controlled 
area, with the only other movement to a zone of higher 
control being four zebra that moved from the protection 
zone to the surveillance zone.  

Substantially fewer zebra moved in this 12-month period 
compared to that of the 2017/2018 AHS season which 
ran between 1 Sep 2017 to 31 Aug 2018. In that period 
118 wild equids moved compared to the 26 moved in 
2019. Interestingly, in the period between Sept and Dec 
2018, 67 zebra moved, where movement was 
associated with the AHS controlled area. This would 
have brought the comparative total between the 
2017/2018 and 2018/2019 AHS season closer together. 
What has changed was the final four months of 2019 
where 11 zebra moved in total – this is a drop of 83% 
compared to the previous year.  

Pre-notification only based movements - within 
controlled area  

Within the AHS control area, movements to a zone of 
higher control require that notification of movement 
occurs within 48 hours of movement. A total of 3939 
horses moved in this fashion during the year. The majority 
(77%) moved from the AHS protection zone to the AHS 
surveillance zone. 

An important consideration for these movements is that 
there are a considerable number of horses that move 
from the AHS surveillance zone into the AHS free zone on 

the multiple movement permit system, which is a same 
day return movement licensing system allowing horses to 
move in this fashion without pre-notification of 
movement. The information reported here refers to 
movements where horses would generally not be 
returning the same day to their origins.  

Discussion 

A total of 8362 equids moved to a zone of higher control 
during the year, which is a 17% increase from the last 
analysis that accounted for 12 months in 2017/2018. 
Once again it is clear that the vast majority of 
movements into a zone of higher control consisted of 
domestic equids (99.9%) and while it’s important to 
understand wild equid movements, the risk mitigation of 
AHS spread into the AHS controlled area through 
domestic equid control remains crucial. The AHS 
surveillance zone remains the most common zone of 
destination, both for infected area origin and controlled 
area origin movements. The majority of movements are 
associated with Thoroughbred horses, and this breed 
drives the high areas of origin of Beaufort West and Port 
Elizabeth where racing and stop-over movements 
dominate.  

Movement regulation requires close communication 
and interaction between various regulatory and State 
authorities. Movements originated from 50 of the 126 
State vet areas in the country, although only 19 SV areas 
had more than ten horses move from them during the 
year. This re-enforces the benefits of centralized 
movement control.  

Stop-over quarantine movements have assisted in 
facilitating the movement of 319 horses that would 
otherwise not have moved or would have required a 40-
day residency in an AHS low risk area prior to direct 
movement. While this system is expensive and intensive it 
promotes the movement of high value horses or critical 
movements (such as high-level competition) and allows 
control and an acceptable system for the public 
needing to move horses. South Africa had a fairly high 
AHS prevalence during the 2018/2019 season and the 
extension of suspension periods for parts of the country 
resulted in higher than normal numbers of horses making 
use of this system in May. Generally by May most areas 
in the country are considered low risk for AHS. 
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Wild doves and pigeons in the Noordhoek area of 
Cape Town were reported dying acutely after 
showing neurological and respiratory signs. Samples 
taken tested positive for pigeon paramyxovirus. 

An increase in canine distemper cases were seen at 
a dipping day in Murraysburg. 

Sheep with abomasal sand impaction were seen 
near Bitterfontein. 

Rumen flukes, also known as paramphistomes (fig 3) 
were found in a sheep from the Clanwilliam area 
after slaughter. On investigation, the flock of origin 
were not showing any clinical signs, but were 
observed grazing close to a river which was not 
flowing and therefore contained many pools of 
stagnant water.  

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 

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 

Figure 3: Paramphistomes seen in the rumen after 
slaughter (Photo: anonymous) 

New publications 

A report on active surveillance for human infection during the 2017 outbreak of highly pathogenic avian influenza in 
South Africa was published online by the journal, Influenza and Other Respiratory Viruses, this month.  

The paper was co-authored by three officials from Western Cape Veterinary Services: Tasneem Anthony and Michelle 
Seutloali, state veterinarians from the Provincial Veterinary Laboratory and Lesley van Helden, State Veterinarian: 
Epidemiology. 

Valley-Omar, Z., Cloete, A., Pieterse, R., Walaza, S., Salie-Bassier, Y., Smith, M., Govender, N., Seleka, M., Hellferscee, 
O., Mtshali, P.S., Allam, M., Ismail, A., Anthony, T., Seutloali, M., McCarthy, K., van Helden, L.S., Cohen, C. and 
Treurnicht, F.K. 2020, Human surveillance and phylogeny of highly pathogenic avian influenza A(H5N8) during an 
outbreak in poultry in South Africa, 2017, Influenza and Other Respiratory Viruses 

https://doi.org/10.1111/irv.12724 

Dyason, Roelof Hugo, Llewellyn Hon and Jaco Pienaar. 
Furthermore Mr Dawid Visser from Western Cape 
Veterinary Services Head Office, Mr Nico du Toit from the 
South African Police Services Stock Theft Unit and  Drs 
Trudie Prinsloo and Aileen Pypers are members of the 
Western Cape AHS regulatory committee that deals with 
movement non-compliance. Dr Buhrmann kindly 
reviewed this report. During 2019 the central auditing of 
movements was continued by the Department of 

Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries and Dr Kerry Loxley has 
been auditing individual movements in this regard. 

We are grateful to all private veterinarians and members 
of the public who comply with movement control. No 
cases of AHS occurred in the AHS controlled area during 
the season and movement control has a large part to 
play in this.  


