
control measures, and livestock 
owners fully co-operated.

Oberem said a similar effort is 
once again needed to stop East 
Coast fever, but little signs of such 
an effort are currently evident. 
The tragic state of affairs in 
Zimbabwe poses a serious risk to 
South African livestock owners.

TICKS ARE THE CARRIERS
The brown ear tick (Rhipicephalus 
appendiculatus), the primary 
carrier of East Coast fever, 
is widespread in the hotter, 
wetter, northern and eastern 
parts of South Africa, while 
other brown ticks, which are 
also carriers of the disease, are 
especially prevalent in Limpopo.

Brown ear ticks are very 
difficult to combat. The larvae 
prefer to settle on the head, neck 
and shoulders of the animal, 
while the nymph prefers the 
ears and neck. Adult ticks are 
clearly visible in the ears, on 
the neck and on the animal’s 
underside, where they feed 
on the animal’s blood. 

The brown ear tick is able to 
survive for long periods in all 
its life stages without blood: 
in the larva stage as long as 
six months, in the nymph 
stage for eight months, and 
as adult for 23 months.

All that is needed for East Coast 
fever to spread to South Africa, 
is for one infected head of cattle 
or buffalo, whether already ill 
or just a carrier, to cross the 
border from Zimbabwe to South 
Africa. Localised ticks that use 
the same animal to parasitise 
will also get infected and spread 
the disease to the next guest 
animal. All infected animals 
will then infect other ticks 
and the disease will be spread 
widely, with accompanying 
high mortality rates. 

Such massive livestock losses 
will have a catastrophic impact on 
especially the poorer rural areas, 
where communities are reliant 
on their livestock for survival.

Government and livestock 
owners must urgently co-operate 
to prevent such a tragedy. Border 
fences must be restored and 
monitored, and the department of 
agriculture will proactively have 
to procure the necessary livestock 
remedies and ensure that these 
products are registered and 
adequate amounts are available. 
Farmers in high-risk areas need 
to be informed of the threat, as 
well as on the prevention and 
reporting measures applicable.

Oberem warned that local 
species has mortality rates 
of up to 40%, while the 
mortality rate of exotic species 
can be as high as 100%.

The situation is complicated by 
the fact that it is not yet clear if 
cattle or buffalo were the carriers 
of the genetic strain of the disease 
outbreak in Zimbabwe. The 
control measures for the different 
genetic forms are different. 
Buffalo are natural carriers of the 
disease, therefore South Africa 
applies strict control measures 
for the movement of buffalo.
• Phone the Red Meat Producers’ 
Organisation on 012 349 1102/3, 
or email rpo@lantic.net.
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ABOVE: 
East Coast fever 
was eradicated 
in South Africa 

54 years ago, 
but has  recently 

broken out in 
Zimbabwe, and it 
will take just one 
infected head of 
cattle or buffalo 

to cross the 
border and spread 

the disease.
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Government and farmers must urgently co-operate by setting in motion an action plan to prevent 
the deadly East Coast fever from crossing the border from Zimbabwe to South Africa.

Stop East Coast fever now!
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The national Red Meat 
Producers’ Organisation 
(RPO) expressed its concern 

about the possible spread of East 
Coast fever from Zimbabwe to 
South Africa, and requested 
the National Animal Health 
Forum to put a comprehensive 
prevention strategy in place.

The RPO has numerous 
times in the past expressed 
its dismay in relation to the 
maintenance and movement 
control of livestock between 
South Africa and Zimbabwe. 
Strict control made it possible 
for South Africa to eradicate 
East Coast fever, and the RPO 
is therefore of the opinion that 
the matter must be viewed in a 
very serious light, necessitating 
dedicated and urgent action 
to prevent the spread of the 
disease to South Africa.

This follows after an expert 
warned in an article on Maroela 
Media that East Coast fever, a 
disease that was eradicated from 
South Africa 65 years ago, once 
again poses a serious risk to 
the national herd’s health, food 
security, and the economic well-
being of small-scale farmers.

 Dr Peter Oberem, chief 
executive of Afrivet, said the 
outbreak of the disease in 
Zimbabwe had already led to 
55 000 mortalities amongst cattle. 
He added that South Africa had 
cause for serious concern and 
urgent action needed to be taken.

The successful eradication of 
East Coast fever decades ago was 
the result of a combination of 
strict cattle movement control, 
especially in cases where cattle 
and game were near one other; 
a 5-4-4 dipping programme; 
quarantine measures; and the 
slaughtering of infected 
animals, without exception. 
Government was also very 
strict about implementing 
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