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In the April Epidemiology Report we summarised what is 

known about the potential of SARS-CoV-2 to infect non-

human animals. This month we look in a little more detail 

at the species that have been infected in field settings. 

Minks 

Minks are farmed in many parts of the world for their fur. 

Mink farming is currently being phased out in the 

Netherlands, set to be banned completely by 2024, but 

several mink farms remain. In April, two large mink farms 

reported outbreaks of infection with SARS-CoV-2, with 

increased incidence of respiratory and gastrointestinal 

clinical signs and increased mortality in the mink herds. 

Dust and air samples surrounding the farms were taken 

to test the distance which the virus could spread, and 

people in the vicinity were advised to keep at least 

400m away from the affected farms, but all 

environmental samples ultimately tested negative. As of 

1 June, eight mink farms in the Netherlands have tested 

positive. Although it is likely that the virus was introduced 

to the mink herds by an infected person, sequencing of 

SARS-CoV-2 from the minks and workers on an affected 

farm indicates that the virus can be transmitted 

between minks, and at least two people were probably 

infected by the minks. The Dutch government has made 

a decision that all infected mink herds will be culled. 

Detection of SARS-CoV-2 was more recently reported 

from two mink farms in the North Jutland region of 

Denmark. A small number of infected mink were found 

with no clinical signs or increased mortality in the herd. 

The Danish government is doing surveillance of 120 mink 

herds in the country in response.  

Domestic cats 

The first report of a positive SARS-CoV-2 PCR from a cat 

came from a pet whose owner returned to their home in 

Belgium from Italy and became ill with COVID-19 shortly 

thereafter. The cat was asymptomatic, but viral RNA was 

found in samples of faeces and gastric fluids. Eleven 

more PCR-positive cats have since been detected in 

Hong Kong (1), USA (3), France (2), Spain (2), Germany 

(1), the Netherlands (1) and Russia (1). All feline cases 

had close contact with probable or confirmed human 

COVID-19 cases. Some of the infected cats showed 

respiratory clinical signs, while others showed no clinical 

signs.  

Additionally, limited serological studies show evidence of 

infection of domestic cats. The Netherlands reported 

that seven of 24 farm cats kept in the vicinity of infected 

mink herds showed presence of virus neutralising 

antibodies. There have also been preliminary reports of 

small antibody surveillance studies in cats and dogs in 

Wuhan, China, indicating that pets were infected with 

SARS-CoV-2. 

Big cats 

At the Bronx Zoo in New York City, USA, five tigers and 

three lions were kept in two enclosures. In April, one of 

the tigers developed a dry cough and wheezing. She 

was isolated from the others, but subsequently three 

more tigers and three lions developed dry coughs and 

inappetence. All eight big cats tested PCR positive for 

SARS-CoV-2, with one of the tigers remaining without 

clinical signs. They are believed to have been infected 

by zoo staff as they have all 

been at the zoo for a long 

time with no new additions, 

although the virus may have 

also been transmitted 

between the big cats. All are 

currently recovering well and 

no clinical signs were seen in 

any other zoo animals. 

Domestic dogs 

The first dog that tested 

positive for SARS-CoV-2 was a 

17-year-old Pomeranian in 

Hong Kong. Its owner  was a 

COVID-19 patient hospitalised 

in February 2020. Three 

successive samples of saliva 
Mink on fur farms are often kept in high concentrations in houses equipped with 

battery cages.  (Photos: A Nowicka and tsaiproject) 
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and nasal secretions were taken from the dog in 

February and March and small amounts of viral RNA 

were found in all of the samples. A blood sample taken 

later showed presence of virus-neutralising antibodies, 

meaning that the dog had developed an immune 

response to SARS-CoV-2. The dog died in March 2020, 

shortly after being released from an isolation facility, but 

this was attributed to old age with concurrent heart and 

kidney failure, as it had never shown clinical signs 

consistent with COVID-19. 

Another dog in Hong Kong, a German shepherd, tested 

positive for SARS-CoV-2 in March, also without any 

clinical signs. Viral sequences from its sick owner and the 

dog were identical, indicating that the dog had been 

infected by the owner. The other dog in the household 

remained negative. 

In the USA, one German shepherd in New York tested 

PCR positive and had virus neutralising antibodies for 

SARS-CoV-2, as well as respiratory clinical signs. Another 

dog in the same house also tested positive for 

antibodies, but showed no clinical signs. These dogs 

belonged to an owner who was sick with COVID-19. 

The three examples above are the only dogs worldwide 

that have been confirmed positive by detection of viral 

RNA so far. An earlier report of a dog testing positive in 

North Carolina, USA, in April was found to be negative on 

confirmatory testing. 

A bulldog with respiratory clinical signs tested positive  for  

virus neutralising antibodies (but negative on PCR) in the 

Netherlands. A single dog (of nine tested) was also found 

antibody positive during a survey of pets belonging to 

COVID-19 patients in Wuhan. 

Pets’ infection risk 

With over ten million human cases of COVID-19 

confirmed worldwide as of the end of June 2020, the 

comparatively tiny number of cases detected in animals 

is an indication of the very low significance of the role 

that animals play in transmission of the virus.  

This is further demonstrated in a limited capacity by a pre

-print study of 21 pet dogs and cats belonging to a 

group of French veterinary students, most of whom 

tested positive or showed clinical signs of COVID-19. 

Despite close contact with their owners, none of the pets 

tested positive for presence of viral RNA or neutralising 

antibodies of SARS-CoV-2. 

Nonetheless, precautions should be taken to prevent 

transmission of the virus between humans and animals in 

order to prevent the establishment of SARS-CoV-2 in any 

other species. People suffering from COVID-19 should 

isolate themselves from their pets as much as possible 

and observe strict hygiene measures when feeding or 

caring for them if they are the sole caretaker. 

If it is suspected that an animal is infected with SARS- 

CoV-2, it should be isolated from other animals and 

people in the same way that an infected person should 

be isolated. A veterinarian should be consulted to rule 

out other diseases which may be the cause of any 

suspicious clinical signs.  

References 

American Veterinary Medical Association (2020),  In-

depth summary of reports of naturally acquired SARS-

CoV-2 infections in domestic animals and farmed or 

captive wildlife. https://www.avma.org/resources-tools/

animal-health-and-welfare/covid-19/depth-summary-

reports-naturally-acquired-sars-cov-2-infections-domestic

-animals-and-farmed-or  

Chen et al. (2020) Severe acute respiratory syndrome 

coronavirus 2-specific antibodies in pets in Wuhan, 

China. Journal of Infection. https://

www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7306203/   

Leroy et al. (2020) The risk of SARS-CoV-2 transmission to 

pets and other wild and domestic animals strongly 

mandates a one-health strategy to control the COVID-19 

pandemic. One Health. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/

pmc/articles/PMC7194722/  

Sit et al. (2020) Infection of dogs with SARS-CoV-2. 

Nature.  https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-020-

2334-5  

Temmam et al. (2020) Absence of SARS-CoV-2 infection in cats 

and dogs in close contact with a cluster of COVID-19 patients in a 

veterinary campus. https://www.biorxiv.org/

content/10.1101/2020.04.07.029090v1 (pre-print). 

USDA APHIS (2020) Confirmed cases of SARS-CoV-2 in 

animals in the United States. https://

www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/ourfocus/animalhealth/

sa_one_health/sars-cov-2-animals-us  

World Organisation for Animal Health (2020) Questions 

and answers on COVID-19. https://www.oie.int/en/

scientific-expertise/specific-information-and-

recommendations/questions-and-answers-on-2019novel-

coronavirus/  

Zhang et al. (2020) SARS-CoV-2 neutralizing serum antibodies in 

cats: a serological investigation. https://www.biorxiv.org/

content/10.1101/2020.04.01.021196v1 (pre-print). Current evidence shows that pets do not play a 

significant role in the transmission of COVID-19. 



  3                                                                                                          

 

V����� 12 I���� 5 

Outbreaks of bluetongue were reported in sheep from 18 properties in the areas of  Vredendal (1), Vanrhynsdorp (1), 

Murraysburg (5), Nelspoort (3), Prince Albert (4), Merweville (3) and Leeu-Gamka (1). 

A low on-farm incidence of lumpy skin disease was reported in cattle herds from three properties near 

Riviersonderend and one near Darling. Some of the affected farmers had previously vaccinated some of their 

animals, but all vaccinated the remainder of their herds in response to the outbreaks.  

An ostrich farm in the Riversdale area tested avian influenza (AI) seropositive. Low titre reactions on H5N6 and H5N8 

antigens  were confirmed as negative by two rounds of follow-up testing.  PCR tests were negative, indicating a lack 

of AI virus at 5% prevalence or more, and serology showed an absence of H5, H6 and H7 antibodies, though ELISA 

reactions persisted. The ostriches are kept on pastures and wild birds were present at dams and in the ostrich camps. 

Wild yellow-billed ducks on a farm near Stellenbosch showed nervous signs and high mortality. Samples take from 

the carcasses tested PCR positive for avian influenza, but negative for H5 and H7. Sequencing is underway to try and 

identify the AI virus present. Chickens kept on the property were sampled and tested AI negative.  

A bat-eared fox was seen on a farm near Paarl showing no fear of humans. The fox was darted and euthanased by a 

private vet. The fox subsequently tested positive for rabies and dogs and cats within a 3km radius were vaccinated in 

response. Another rabid bat-eared fox was seen during the day near Mooreesburg and was found dead the next 

day. All dogs on the farm had up-to-date rabies vaccinations already, owing to previous cases of rabies on this 

property. 

Johne’s disease was diagnosed on sheep farms near Tulbagh, Caledon and Bredasdorp after emaciation was 

noticed in some sheep. All three farmers plan to manage the disease using vaccination.  

Salmonella enteritidis was cultured from routine samples taken from four chicken farms in the Malmesbury and 

Boland state vet areas: three from chick-box liners and one from dead-in-shell chicks.  

Mortalities of wild laughing doves (Spilopelia senegalensis) in George were reported. Unfortunately no samples could 

be obtained, but the cause of death is suspected to be an outbreak of pigeon paramyxovirus.   

Infectious bovine rhinotracheitis was confirmed in a dairy cow near Klipheuwel by means of ELISA. 

Itching sheep were reported from a farm near Vanrhynsdorp and another near Malmesbury. In both cases, presence 

of sheep scab mites was found. In one of the flocks, the 

new, infected sheep had been quarantined on the 

farm on arrival, making treatment of the problem much 

easier. In the other flock, new arrivals had been mixed 

with the existing flock after a single treatment with 

ivermectin. A mixed infection of red lice and sheep 

scab was found and the entire flock had to be treated 

under supervision as a result. 

Milk fever and prussic acid poisoning in cattle, 

pasteurellosis in a goat, and mastitis, redgut, navel ill, 

sand impaction, ketosis and white muscle disease in 

sheep were reported from the Vredendal and 

Vanrhynsdorp areas.  

In the Beaufort West area, mastitis was reported in goats 

as well as suspected cardiac glycoside poisoning in 

sheep and sarcoptic mange in dogs coming to be 

dipped at the CCS vet clinic in Beaufort West. 

Mastitis was reported in a cow near Riviersonderend. 

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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A yellow-billed duck, Anas undulata  (Photo: D Daniels) 


