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Rabies in South Africa. 

Occurrence and Distribution of Cases during 
1933. 

By W. 0. NEITZ, B.V.Sc., and A. D. THOMAS, D.V.Sc., 
Veterinary Research Officers, Onderstepoort. 

IN comparing the number of positive eases of rabies diagnosed in 
1933 with those for the previous year Neitz and 'l'homas (1932), it 
will be found that there is a remarkable increase i:n the incidence of 
the disease not only in small wild carnivora (Tl iverridae) but also 
in human beings anrl domestic animals. 'l'he material sent in for 
laboratory examination is more than double that submitted in 1932. 
Out of the 48 specime:ns submitted for laboratory examination from 
various parts of the Union, 2G proved to be positive for rabies. In 
our previous report (1932) we were inclined to ascribe this rapid 
increase in the incidence of rabies more to realisation by the public 
of the potential danger of viverrids as carriers of rabies and hence 
more material being sent in for laboratory exami:nation than to a 
definite spread of the disease. From the observations made during 
1933, however, there is little doubt that rabies has spread to an 
extent that cannot be regarded as other than serious. 

It is true that the country has been experiencing more than 
usually dry seasons lately which culmi;natecl this year in one of the 
worst droughts known. We have little or no knowledge of the 
habits, food supplies, and other factors affecting the life of our 
smaller wild carnivora, but it would certainly be very strange if 
they did not react in some way or other to such unprecedented adverse 
conditions. It is thus more than probable that migration in search 
for food must have taken place to a greater or lesser extent and so 
account for the greater spread of the disease. 

It will be interesting in this respect to note the effects of the 
general and soaking rains which fell after November, 1933. It has 
been reported that numbers of meercats were drowned in their 
burrows as a result of the rains. Starvati<Jn, disease, possibly canni
balism may have accounted for a considerable additional number . 
With the return of normal food supplies more stable conditions may 
again prevail. If the drought has had anything to do with this 
increased incidence of rabies during the last two years it is probably 
safe to predict a corresponding decrease in rabies with the return to 
normal climatic conditions. This should in no way affect the very 
urgent need for research into the life-history and means of controlling 
the VivfJ'l·ridae in those areas known to be infected. 
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RABIES IN SOUTH AFRICA. 

DISCUSSION OF THE OASES. 

For the sake of convenience the relevant data are tabulated as 
in our previous report. In 'I'able I will be found all a.-ailable 
details of each positi.-e case . Table II giYes a summary of the 
distribution of the disease in the provinces and the species of animal 
affected . In Table III are gi.-en the details of cases examined ·with 
negative results. 

It will be seen from Table I that whenever suitable material 
for histo-pathological examination \Yas recei.-ed ~ egri bodies were 
demonstrated with the exception of three cases, namely, 18, 25 and 
2G. It "·ill be noted , ho\\·Her, that all three these animals \\·ere 
destroved. The fact that the disease "-as not allowerl to run its 
course .. may explain the difficulty or impossibility of finding Negri 
bodies. This illustrates once again the necessity of controlling by 
biological inoculation all suspecterl cases giving negative finrlings 
histologically. 

The disease in human beings was b·ansmitterl once by a dog, 
twice by the domestic cat, t \Tice b:v the yello"· mungoose, and o;nce 
by a wild cat (species not determined). The incubation period varied 
from 3 \Yeeks to 3 months. The mode of transmission to the 
domestic animals in most cases was not determined, but it can be 
assumed that one or other member of the family T!iverridcw was 
responsible. 

The incubatio.n period in rabbits used for the biological test 
varied from 8 to 21 days, usually with an average of 14 days. Oases 
1 and 3 show rare exceptions in which the incubation period \\·as 
65 and 76 clays respectively. Rabbit R. 1013 in Case 1 and Rabbit 
R. 1415 in Case 25 did not develop rabies in spite of the fact that 
their mates injected with the same materia l succumbed to the 
disease. 'l'wo rabbits R. 1362 (Case 2:1) and R. 1416 (Case 26), 
showed typical symptoms of the dumb form of rabies, but histo
logically no Negri bodies \Yere demonstrated. 

Case No. 18 is of special interest. The Government Veterinary 
Officer , Rustenburg, who sent this mate1·ial from a calf examined 
by him investigated this outbreak on the farm Leliefontein approxi
mately 60 miles from Rustenburg in the Ventersclorp district. He 
reports that this farmer had lost 9 calves and three cows over a 
period of 6 months. These animals were stated to have shown a 
peculiar gait, in some cases became aggressi Ye, bello"·ing, frothing 
from the mouth and exhihiting increased sexual excitahility. Later 
paralysis, coma and then death followed. The symptoms described 
by the owner of these animals are so typical that there is little 
doubt that they all contracted rabies and died from it in that period . 
It appears further that several colonies of meercats were established 
in close moximity to the kraal in '"hich the cattle in question "·ere 
kept. 

DIFFERENTIAL DuGKOSJ s. 

·The reason for including Table III in the present report is to 
show as far as possible what other conditions have been encountered 
and have to be considered in differential diagnosis. Acute forms of 
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W. 0. NEITZ AND A. D . THOMAS. 

nervous distemper, particularly when accompanied with fits, are of 
course very commonly and naturally regarded with suspicion. In 
Case 21 ('l'able III) the peculiar behaviour of the dog \\"aS readily 
explained when the brain was found to harbour Jnnnerous " measles " 
identified as CysticetC1tS cell1dosae. 

Incidentally, also it will be noted how often brains useless for 
histo-pathological examination are submitted. 'l1he animals in such 
cases are evidently killed by stoning or club bi.ng and the brain and 
skull unnecessarily battered and pulped as a result, s·o that it is 
impossible to find a suitable pie<:e for microscopic preparation. 

THE SPREAD O.F THE DISEASE. 

rrhe appe_ncled map shows the districts in which rabies is ]mown 
to have occurred. The remarks made in our preYious article regard
ing the limits of the infection still hold. Comparison of this map 
with that for 1932 brings out clearly and significantly how <1istrict :
adjacent to the ones in which rabies has previously been diagnosed 
are being progressively included in the known infected area. New 
outbreaks in the Transvaal are: Brakpan, Ventersdorp, and 
Schweizer Reneke; in the Orange Free State: Fauresmith, Senekal 
and Edenburg. These ne,dy infected districts are shaded black iu 
the map. 

CoRRECTION. 

Through an oYersight the district of De Aar, an old infected 
area, was not marked accordingly in the map in our previous repor1 
for 1932. It is shown correctly shaded in the present one. 
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RAJnES IK SOUTH AFRICA. 

TABLE U. 

Total 

Rabies Diagnosed U1 . Transvaal. Orange Cape Number of 
Free State. Province. Cases in 

the Union. 

- --
Humans .... ................... 5 6 

Dop;~ ............. . ... ... ..... . ( l) (1) 

Cats (Domestic) .. .. . ..... . ..... 2 2 4 

Cattle. ....... ...... .. .. . 1 (ll) 1 (ll) 
-----
Sheep. .................. 2 2 

Cynictis penicil/qtu. ····· ... .. . .. 4 11 15 

Oenetta felin a. ........... . .. l (l) 1 (J ) 

Wild Cat (species not mentioned) . 

TOTALS fOR TIIJ: YEAR 1933. 6 (ll ) 22 :-J (2) 31 (1:3) 

T ne figures in brackets refer to clinically pos iti,-e cases of rabies, material f1·om which 
was not aYr.ilabk for confirmation of diagnoses. 
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