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NCD Surveillance on ostrich compartments 

VPN04 (Revision 6) requires every ostrich compartment 

to be tested for Newcastle Disease (NCD) every year, 

using PCR testing. Because compartments exporting 

meat to the European Union are required to have an 

NCD test every 6 months, many compartments are 

tested twice a year.  

In 2019, 218 ostrich compartments were tested for NCD 

(fig 1). Only one, near Cape Town, tested positive on the 

Newcastle disease virus (NDV) matrix gene PCR in 

December and an investigation by the state vet failed 

to detect an increased mortality rate or any clinical 

signs. Additionally, follow-up testing of the positive 

samples at ARC-OVR and two rounds of follow-up testing 

of the compartment were negative. 

So far in 2020, 203 of 290 compartments (excluding 

hatcheries) have been tested up until 14 August (fig 1). 

Those not tested include 16 where a reason is not 

obvious, 66 that either contain only breeders or are 

empty and five that are new registrations. 

Five compartments have tested NCD PCR positive so far  

in 2020 but all have been shown to be avirulent 

infections. One compartment in the Langkloof (George 

State Vet area) tested positive in early February but RNA 

sent to OVI tested negative for virulent and avirulent 

NDV, using PCR. Four rounds of follow-up sampling were 

done on the farm and the second and fourth rounds 

detected avirulent NDV via PCR. Another four 

compartments tested NDV matrix gene positive on PCR 

on samples taken between 14 and 23 July and all were 

confirmed as infected with an avirulent virus via 

sequencing of the cleavage site of the fusion protein 

gene. One compartment is in the Heidelberg area and 

the other three are in the Oudtshoorn/De Rust area. 

There were no clinical signs or increased mortality rates 

on any of the four compartments, and all affected birds 

Figure 1: Surveillance  for Newcastle disease in Western Cape ostriches in 2019 and 2020 
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had been officially vaccinated between December 

2019 and June 2020.  

Active serological surveillance in backyard chickens 

(2019) 

From May to December 2019, the Western Cape 

Chicken and Pigs Surveillance (CAPS) programme was 

adjusted to include serology for Newcastle Disease. 

Briefly, the CAPS program aims to comply with the 

national requirement for avian influenza (AI) 

surveillance, which requires that each province sample 

at least 50 backyard chicken properties for AI 

antibodies, every six months.  

Blood sampled for AI serology was also tested for NCD 

antibodies, using the NCD haemagglutination inhibition 

(HI) test. The owners of the chickens were asked about 

previous vaccination of the chickens against NCD, as 

this should cause positive serology and, as is standard for 

CAPS surveillance, were asked about any history of 

deaths or illness in the chickens. If NCD antibodies were 

detected on a property, the animal health technician 

(AHT) was requested to return and sample chickens with 

oropharyngeal swabs to be tested with PCR for NCD 

virus. Sample size was calculated to detect virus if 

present at a prevalence of approximately 5% or more. 

The AHTs were also requested to confirm the 

vaccination and clinical history.  

Final presumptive diagnosis in each case was based on 

vaccination status and clinical signs. The clinical signs 

according to the OIE Technical disease card for NCD 

were used: 

Lentogenic NCD strains: subclinical, mild respiratory signs 

but can be more severe with co-infections 

Mesogenic strains: low mortality rate and may cause 

respiratory disease and neurological signs 

Velogenic strains: severe disease with respiratory and/or 

nervous signs. Can also cause swelling and 

discolouration on heads, diarrhoea, sharp drop in egg 

production, eggs with abnormal shape or shell and 

mortality rate can reach 100%. 

Results of serological surveillance 

Ninety-four backyard chicken properties were sampled 

from March to November 2019 for testing with NCD HI 

(fig 2).  

Twenty-nine properties tested seropositive, of which six 

had a history of vaccination, without clinical signs. 

Sample seroprevalence attributed to infection is 

therefore 23/95= 24%. Monthly peaks of more than 30% 

sample seroprevalence occurred in April and May.  

Figure 2: Clinical and serological surveillance for Newcastle disease in backyard chickens in the Western Cape 

in 2019 and 2020. 
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The state vet areas to sample the most properties were 

Malmesbury and Worcester (25 and 29 respectively), 

which roughly matches important commercial chicken 

farming areas. A total of eighteen seropositive properties 

(including three with clinical signs, 62%) were re-visited 

and chickens were sampled with oropharyngeal swabs 

for PCR testing for NCD. All of these PCR tests were 

negative. It is therefore assumed that these birds 

contracted subclinical, lentogenic NDV. 

Of the seropositive properties, only six had a history of 

disease. Two reported deaths only, and no specific 

clinical signs, but were not re-sampled as follow-up. One 

reported that egg production ceased and the birds 

seemed ataxic before death. However, oropharyngeal 

samples taken at a follow-up visit tested PCR negative for 

NDV. Previous infection with velogenic Newcastle disease 

cannot be excluded on these three properties.  

Another property reported anorexia and diarrhoea, and 

a carcass submitted for PCR tested negative, as well as 

oropharyngeal samples taken as follow-up. Carcasses 

were also tested from the fifth property where the animal 

health technician suspected fowl pox and infectious 

bronchitis. No further testing was done here. The last 

property reported that the hens were producing 

abnormal eggs but were also pecking at eggs and that 

no deaths occurred. Follow-up PCR tests were negative. 

This property seems unlikely to have been infected with 

velogenic NCD.  

Three properties slaughtered all the chickens before re-

sampling was possible (including one with clinical signs) 

and four were not re-sampled, as antibodies were 

attributed to vaccination. Another three positive 

properties were not followed up, with no reason being 

forthcoming. 

Of the total eight properties vaccinated, two were 

seronegative (HI titres ≤1:16). This suggests that generally, 

vaccine is being handled and applied properly.  

Clinical NCD Surveillance in backyard chickens   

Clinical surveillance for controlled poultry diseases is also 

performed in the Western Cape as part of the CAPS 

program.  

In 2019, 444 properties with backyard poultry were visited, 

including those where serological surveillance was done. 

Of 17 that reported any clinical disease, ten were tested 

with NCD serology. Of the seven others, only three had 

unexplained deaths. 

In 2020, 184 properties with backyard chickens have 

been visited, until August. Three properties reported signs 

of disease in chickens and one in wild ducks, in June. 

Avian influenza virus was detected in the ducks, though 

typing is still pending. One property had NCD seropositive 

chickens and respiratory signs, but PCR was negative and 

no more deaths occurred after antibiotic treatment. On 

the third property, the chickens had nasal and ocular 

discharge but were sero- and PCR negative for AI and 

NCD and though a carcass tested positive for avirulent 

NDV ten days later, the AHT had vaccinated when 

sampling before. The fourth property was AIV 

seronegative and was not tested for NDV but the AHT 

suspected a nutritional problem.  

Another six properties were tested using NDV serology, 

though NDV serology is no longer officially part of the 

disease surveillance plan. One property was negative. 

Three properties were seropositive but had no history of 

disease and follow-up PCR tests were negative. Two were 

seropositive and follow-up investigation is underway. The 

vaccination histories are not available.  

Conclusion 

There has been no detection of virulent Newcastle 

disease virus in the Western Cape in 2019 or so far in 2020, 

though there is evidence of exposure to avian 

paramyxovirus type 1. 

It is not possible to draw a definite conclusion about 

infection of backyard chickens in the Western Cape with 

virulent Newcastle disease strains, however, it is certain 

that infection with some strains is occurring. It will be 

necessary to sample more actively infected poultry to 

obtain virus, and therefore it is important to encourage 

owners to notify the state vet office when illness or 

mortalities occur.  

A parrot fancier in Kalbaskraal experienced the deaths 

of several baby eclectus parrots (fig 3) that he was 

hand-rearing. When the sixth one died, he took it to a 

vet and subsequent testing was positive for 

Chlamydophila psittaci. The owner was warned of the 

zoonotic potential of psittacosis and informed about 

preventive measures and  clinical signs to be aware of. 

The eclectus parrots used for breeding were traced 

back to another parrot fancier in Montagu that had 

died of an unknown respiratory illness. 

 

Outbreak events 

Figure 3:  Eclectus parrots (Photo: H Braxmeier) 
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Twelve more ostrich compartments were classified as affected by the H7 avian influenza (AI) outbreak, bringing the 

total to fourteen in August. Three are in the Calitzdorp area, four near Heidelberg, one more near Mossel Bay (total 

now two) and four more near Oudtshoorn (total five). H7 AI virus was detected via PCR on seven of the 

compartments, at least one in each area, and has been confirmed as low pathogenic via sequencing from three 

compartments, in Calitzdorp, Mossel Bay and Oudtshoorn. No clinical signs have been reported, except for green 

urine observed on one compartment. Intensified surveillance, using serology and PCR tests, has been completed 

within a 3km radius of farms detected in August, and led to the detection of seven of the cases. Twenty-eight 

compartments tested have been AI negative.  

Lumpy skin disease (fig 4) was reported in cattle near Genadendal and Riviersonderend. 

Bluetongue was reported in a flock of sheep near Vanrhynsdorp. 

The owner of a loft of racing pigeons in Suiderstrand, near Cape Agulhas, noticed some pigeons not eating well, with 

respiratory signs and showing a puffed-up appearance. The pigeons had previously been vaccinated twice against 

pigeon paramyxovirus, but tracheal swabs tested positive on PCR for Newcastle disease and pigeon paramyxovirus. 

The outbreak was controlled by isolating and destroying the sick birds. 

A  bat-eared fox was seen on a farm near Riebeek-Kasteel lying next to a pond and panting. The next day it was 

found dead. This is the third bat-eared fox to die recently on the farm. On another farm near Klipheuwel, an ataxic 

bat-eared fox was seen by a farmer before it attacked his vehicle. The farmer drove over the fox to kill it. Samples 

taken from both foxes tested positive for rabies. Pets on the surrounding farms were vaccinated in response. 

A sheep farmer in the Albertinia area noticed sheep becoming emaciated over time. Serum samples tested positive 

for Johne’s disease. On another farm near Bredasdorp, similar signs were seen in the sheep flock and a post-mortem 

examination was performed on one of the affected sheep. Histopathology showed granulomatous enteritis with 

many acid-fast rods within the histiocytes, indicating Johne’s disease. Both farms were placed under quarantine. 

Pruritis and wool loss were seen in a flock of sheep in the Koue Bokkeveld area and sheep scab caused by Psoroptes 

ovis mites was diagnosed. 

The sheep were treated 

three times with an 

injectable product under 

official supervision. 

Escherichia coli was 

cultured from hens on a 

commercial layer farm in 

the Paardeberg area. The 

hens were treated and the 

eggs produced pooled 

during this time to reduce 

the E. coli concentration to 

acceptable levels.  

Urea poisoning and prussic 

acid poisoning were 

reported in sheep in the far 

north of the province, 

along the border with the 

Northern Cape. 

Cases of nasal bots were 

seen in sheep near 

Kalbaskraal. 

E.coli infection was 

diagnosed in sheep near 

Vanrhynsdorp. 

Disclaimer: This report is published on a monthly basis for the pur-

pose of providing up-to-date information regarding          epide-

miology of animal diseases in the Western Cape Province. Much 

of the information is therefore preliminary and should not be cit-

ed/utilised for publication 
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Figure 4:  Bull showing clinical signs of lumpy skin disease (Photo: PB Kloppers) 


