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In June 2017, H5N8 highly pathogenic avian influenza 

(HPAI) broke out in South Africa, spreading quickly across 

the country and causing devastating losses on many 

poultry farms. The virus moved south across Africa 

following its spread in Europe and Asia in the Northern 

Hemisphere autumn and winter of 2016/17. Its long 

distance spread is believed to be facilitated by the 

movement of migratory wild birds. 

There were sporadic detections of H5N8 HPAI in wild 

birds in Europe from January until June 2020. However, 

genetic sequence analysis shows that a new variant of 

the virus was introduced to Europe via Iraq, Russia and 

Kazakhstan in May 2020, and in October 2020 to Western 

Europe likely by wild birds migrating there for autumn 

and winter. 

Between 27 October and 28 November 2020, 552 

outbreaks of H5N8 HPAI have been reported in Europe in 

domestic and wild birds. The vast majority of cases have 

been reported in wild birds that were found dead or 

moribund. This apparently represents a small proportion 

of the wild bird mortalities observed in the field. Several 

dozen poultry establishments have also been infected 

by the virus and the birds had to be culled in response. 

New strains of H5N5 and H5N1 viruses were also 

detected in wild birds, with sequencing indicating that 

they originated from the same common ancestor as the 

current strain of H5N8 and went through several viral 

reassortment events. 

The new variant of H5N8 HPAI has also been detected 

recently in both wild birds and domestic poultry in 

several Asian countries, including Russia and China. 

The OIE recognises the detection of HPAI in wild birds as 

the cause of increased risk of outbreaks of HPAI in 

countries along the flyways used by wild birds for 

seasonal migration. 

This situation should be of concern to us in Southern 

Africa after our experiences with avian influenza in 2017.  

Many species of wild birds migrate between Eurasia and 

the African continent, bringing with them the potential 

of introducing new avian influenza viruses.  

Increased vigilance is necessary to detect any sign of a 

new incursion of highly pathogenic AI into South Africa. 

Poultry farmers and veterinarians should use this 

opportunity to ensure that biosecurity protocols are in 

place to prevent entry of pathogens onto farms.  

In 2021, all producers should be on the lookout for 

unusual increases in mortality rates, as well as typical 

clinical signs of avian influenza, including respiratory 

signs, swollen wattles and facial skin, diarrhoea and 

decreased egg production.  

Any unusual mortalities in wild birds should be reported 

to the local state veterinarian as soon as possible. 

Surveillance for avian influenza in wild birds is a good 

early warning system. However, it is far more effective 

when samples are taken from very fresh carcasses or ill 

birds that are still alive. 
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Wild water birds such as the Eurasian wigeon have been 

implicated in the spread of highly pathogenic avian 

influenza in the Northern Hemisphere. 

Beyond our borders: H5N8 HPAI in the Northern Hemisphere
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Two Dorper sheep farms near Beaufort West reported outbreaks of bluetongue after some rain fell in the area in 

October. Severe coronitis was seen in the affected sheep. 

A Nguni calf near Malmesbury was seen appearing to be disorientated and staggering in the veld. It died shortly 

afterwards and tested positive for rabies. There have been several reported cases of bat-eared fox rabies on this 

farm in previous years, as well as one reported case of rabies in a cow in 2018. 

Two more ostrich farms in the de Rust area were detected as avian influenza (AI) seropositive in early November. No 

virus was detected. One farm, approximately 5km west of Stompdrift Dam, had serology indicative of the low 

pathogenic AI (H7N1) virus that was first detected near Mossel Bay in July. It became the twenty-seventh ostrich farm 

(of approximately 280 in the Western Cape) to be reported to the OIE as H7-infected. The other farm had antibodies 

that reacted to a variety of different test antigens, making subtyping difficult.  

Skin lesions of swine erysipelas were seen after slaughter on three pigs from farms near Moorreesburg and Eendekuil. 

The farmers were advised on vaccination against erysipelas. 

Brucella ovis was detected in rams in the far north of the province. 

Blackleg (sponssiekte) caused the acute death of cattle near Murraysburg. 

Pasteurellosis was diagnosed in sheep on two properties near Vredendal. The affected sheep were treated with 

antibiotics and anti-inflammatories.  

Red lice infestation was diagnosed in sheep near Atlantis. 

Sarcoptic mange was seen in 

pigs on four properties 

surrounding Atlantis, during 

veterinary visits to farmers by 

the South African Pork 

Producers’ Organisation in 

collaboration with local animal 

health technicians. Treatment 

of mange using pour-on 

products was demonstrated.  

M a n y  c a s e s  o f 

Ornithogalum thyrsoides 

(chincherinchee) poisoning 

were reported from the area 

around Beaufort West. The 

plants are consumed by 

livestock when there is nothing 

else to eat in the veld.  

Contagious opthalmia was 

seen near Beaufort West in a 

feedlot and on another 

property where 40% of animals 

w e r e  a f f e c t e d .  T h e 

environment is currently dry 

and dusty, which can 

exacerbate the problem.  
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