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African Horse Sickness in horses in South Africa 
Preliminary Outbreak Assessment 
 
 
Note: Defra’s International Disease Monitoring (IDM) team monitors outbreaks of 
high impact diseases around the world. African Horse Sickness (AHS) is among 
those diseases of major concern. 
 

1 Disease Report  

South Africa has reported an outbreak of African Horse Sickness (AHS) in two horses in 

the City of Cape Town in Western Cape Province within the AHS Protection Zone (OIE, 

2014; see map). The horses developed clinical signs and both tested positive by PCR. 

The serotype has not been identified. The protection zone is in place to protect the 

AHS-free zone from which horse exports would be approved for export to the EU. It sits 

100km beyond the 50km wide AHS surveillance zone and is part of the Western Cape 

Province Control Zone; vaccination within this surveillance zone is allowed under 

Decision 2008/698/EC. This export approval is currently suspended after outbreaks 

reported in 2013; two years (vector seasons) of freedom are required before an 

application for free status can be assessed. Disease control measures including 

vaccination and movement controls are in place. 
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2 Situation Assessment 

On the 28th February, 2014, the Western Cape Government Chief Director of 

Veterinary Services announced increased restrictions on direct movement of horses 

into the Western Cape Control area from all other provinces in South Africa. This 

was due to the increased number of AHS cases reported unexpectedly early this 

year in other regions of South Africa, triggered by unseasonally high rainfall and 

vector population increases (Western Cape Government, 2014). According to the 

AHS Trust (2014), there were even more outbreaks officially reported last year at the 

same time of year, but the concern appears to be around the number of unofficial 

reports and suspicions from all regions in South Africa. The South Africa weather 

service (2014) has issued flood warnings for several regions in the North West and 

North East. The first ten days of March brought excessive rainfall over the eastern 

and north eastern parts of the country, which may have lead to increases in vector 

populations. It will be interesting to see if this affects the pattern of another vector 

borne disease reliant on rainfall patterns, Rift Valley Fever.   

Since 2012, countries may apply for disease free status under the guidance of the 

OIE which provides for official recognition of disease status. Member Countries are 

required to comply with the requirements in the OIE terrestrial code for AHS which 

include evidence of surveillance, control measures and contingency plans, 

population statistics and prevention of disease incursion. The current countries with 

self declared AHS freedom are shown in the following map. The application for 

freedom is on a voluntary basis. 

 

http://www.oie.int/animal-health-in-the-world/official-disease-status/african-horse-sickness/en-ahs-carte/  

There are strict controls on exports of horses and their products from any third 

country to the EU. Under Commission Decisions 2004/211/EC and 1993/197/EEC, 

South Africa is only approved for the permanent import of registered horses, 

temporary (90 day) import of registered horses, horses for breeding and production 

http://www.oie.int/animal-health-in-the-world/official-disease-status/african-horse-sickness/en-ahs-carte/
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and semen from registered horses from a small area of the City of Cape Town into 

the EU and that approval is dependent on surveillance of horses in the surrounding 

region, specifically the Protection and Free Zones. Registered horses and horses for 

breeding and production to be exported are required to be pre-export tested and kept 

in an approved vector free quarantine station prior to movement for a period of 40 

days. Horses should also be accompanied by a certificate stating the animal’s 

vaccination and test status. 

This approval was suspended by Decision 2011/267/EU in 2011 as a result of AHS 

outbreaks in the Western Cape Province (within the AHS surveillance zone). In 

accordance with EU regulations and OIE guidelines, disease freedom can only be 

reinstated after a period of two years or two vector seasons with no evidence of virus 

circulation. The outbreaks in the free zone in 2013 delayed the re-approval of the 

area so the country is at present not approved for exports to the EU. 

South Africa requires horses in the “infected area” (outside the control zone) to be 

vaccinated annually and that horses may only move into the control zone subject to 

State Veterinary movement controls (under permit). It remains to be seen whether 

the horses in this latest report were vaccinated against AHS and if so, whether there 

was an issue with vaccination.  

 

3 Conclusions 

We consider there would be a negligible risk of introduction of AHS to the UK via 

legal trade because of the current suspension of trade under 2011/267/EU. Should 

the disease be introduced into the EU we consider there would be a viable vector 

population in the UK (Culicoides midges) and the risk would be higher.  

The risk from illegal or non-compliant imports is difficult to quantify but as the 

disease has a short incubation period, causes severe clinical signs and frequently 

results in death of the infected horse, this is an unlikely scenario. Illegally imported 

zebras, mules, African, Asian or European donkeys are all less susceptible to 

disease and are therefore a greater risk however again the possibility of illegal import 

is difficult to quantify, but thought unlikely. 

Equidae originating in this region may move to the EU as temporary imports from a 

different country after a process of triangulation, whereby the animals move to 

another approved third country (under 90/426/EEC) under conditions at least as 

strict as conditions for direct movement to the EU, prior to moving to the EU. That is, 

equidae should be resident for at least 60 days in an AHS free area; this period 

covers the incubation period for AHS. 

We will continue to monitor the situation. 
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