
The Red Meat Producers’ 
Organisation (RPO) welcomes 
the fact that Onderstepoort 

Biological Products (OBP) will soon 
be able to produce a vaccine against 
bovine malignant catarrhal fever 
(BMC), also known as snotsiekte. 

OBP has signed a licensing 
agreement with Moredun Research 
Institute in Scotland, UK, to acquire 
the technology that will lead to the 
final development, registration, 
and production of the vaccine.

The RPO has been involved in the 
battle against BMC for years, and 
was instrumental in the appointment 
of an ombudsman to settle disputes 
between livestock producers and 
wildlife producers pertaining 
to the transmission of BMC.

BMC is a fatal disease that causes 
serious losses of cattle. It is a notifiable 
and untreatable viral disease, and is 
predominantly transmitted by black 
and blue wildebeest, but can also be 

Some of the symptoms of snotsiekte include slimy secretions from the nose, as well as 
sores on the mucous membranes of, for example, the nose.   WIKIMEDIA COMMONS

transmitted by sheep. The virus does 
not cause disease in these animals.

CARRIER ANIMALS
In the case of sheep, lambs around the 
age of six to nine months can be infected 
by aerosol transmission from other 
animals in the flock. They actively shed 
the virus between six and nine months. 
At the age of 10 months, the shedding of 
the virus decreases. Adult sheep shed 
considerably less of the virus than young 
animals. The transmission of the virus 
occurs by direct contact or via the air. 

In the case of wildebeest, BMC-
outbreaks occur during the calving 
season. Calves are infected around 
birth, both directly from other animals 
as well as by virus transmission in the 
uterus. They actively shed the virus up 
until the age of four to six months. Cattle 
within a 1km vicinity of these wildebeest 
will begin to show symptoms a month 
or more after exposure. Sick cattle do 
not transmit BMC to other cattle.

Snotsiekte is an important economic disease, as it can cause huge 
financial losses. Fortunately, a vaccine is finally in the making after years 
of research.

Snotsiekte vaccine 
in the making

CLINICAL SIGNS
The acute symptoms of BMC include 
bloody diarrhoea, bloody urine 
and dullness of the cornea. Other 
symptoms include slimy secretions 
from the nose, sores and secretions 
on the mucous membranes, upper 
airways and eyes, as well as enlarged 
lymph nodes and paralysis. About 
95% of infected animals die. Those 
that survive seldom reach their former 
production potential. Diagnosis is 
based on clinical signs, post-mortem 
lesions and laboratory confirmation. 

Thousands of cattle die from 
this disease every year, which can 
cause huge financial losses. This is 
exacerbated by the unpleasant nature 
of the disease: affected animals 
develop severe pneumonia, which 
results in difficulty breathing, and 
they eventually suffocate on their 
own mucus. Cattle with advanced 
cases of BMC are often euthanized. 

Dr Sello Maboe, a veterinarian and 
technical manager at OBP, says there 
is currently no effective treatment. 
“While moving cattle away from 
wildebeest during high-risk periods 
[may] help [limit the chance of 
infection], a vaccine will add a layer 
of protection to cattle herds. ” 

Dr George Russell, principal scientist 
at Moredun Research Institute, says 
that the institute has been working 
on a vaccine for BMC for more than 
15 years. “[…] following successful 
experimental and field trials of the 
vaccine in the UK, Kenya and South 
Africa, Moredun is delighted to support 
this partnership with OBP to further 
develop the vaccine for use in Africa. 

“OBP will work with partners in 
the South African livestock industry 
to diligently further develop the 
technologies, with the hopes of 
registering and launching the 
[BMC] vaccine in South Africa.” 
Phone the RPO on 012 349 1102/3, 
or email rpo@lantic.net.
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