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ABSTRACT

BARNARD, B. J. H., VAN DE PYPEKAMP, H. E. & GRIESSEL, MONICA D., 1989. Epizoo-
tology of wildebeest-derived malignant catarrhal fever in an outbreak in the north-western Transvaal:
indications of an intermediate host. Onderstepoort Journal of Veterinary Research, 56 135-139 (1989).

The investigation involved 37 herds of cattle numbering 6 280 animals and 5 groups of blue wilde-
beest (Connochaetes taurinus), consisting of 30-330 wildebeest per group. All the cases of wildebeest-
derived malignant catarrhal fever encountered were associated with wildebeest and not with other game
animals. Six per cent of the cases were encountered in late summer when the wildebeest calves were 3—4
months old, whereas 73 % occurred in spring, when the wildebeest calves were 811 months old and did
not excrete virus. The incidence of the disease among cattle born and reared in the vicinity of wildebeest
was less than 0,5 % . Among intermittently and directly exposed cattle the incidence was 5,2 %, but the
highest incidence was encountered in cattle kept in camps separated from wildebeest by a distance of
approximately 100 m.

Alcelaphine herpesvirus-1 (AHV-1), the causal agent of malignant catarrhal fever (MCF) was
isolated from the tears, blood and nasal mucus of 8 out of 14 wildebeest calves during their 4th-6th
month (April-June}, but not subsequently. No sampling was possible before the age of 3 months.

) 1e occurrence of the disease from September—November, when wildebeest calves could not be
incrisunated because they no longer excreted virus, suggests the involvement of another host or an
intermediate host capable of acquiring the infection from young wildebest calves, harbouring the infec-

tion until August-September, and then transferring it to cattle.

INTRODUCTION

In South Africa the occurrence of wildebeest-
derived maligna; catarrhal fever (WD MCF) is of-
ten not related to close contact between cattle and
blue wildebeest, and most cases are encountered in
the spring when wildebeest calves are 8-11 months
old (Barnard 1984; Barnard & Van de Pypekamp,
1988). From the year 1984, but particularly during
1986, several farmers in the north-western
Transvaal, in an area near Sentrum approximately
40 km north of Thabazimbi, experienced severe
losses as a result of WD MCF. The high incidence of
the disease, the large numbers of cattle in the area
and the involvement of several farms were ideal fac-
tors for an epizootological study.

[ °r reports on virus excretion by wilde-
be al , the incidence of MCF in cattle of differ-
en. s d status of breeding, the seasonal inci-
dence, time of transmission and transfer distance on
the occurrence of the disease. It also rules out the
possible role played by other species of game in the
transmission of WD MCF. The possibility of an in-
termediate host is also briefly discussed.

History

According to local inhabitants, blue wildebeest
were numerous during the first half of the century
and WD MCF occurred only sporadically. In later
years the wildebeest population declined drastically,
but then from about 1970 increased when game
farming became popular in the area.

Jne property, utilized for game farming only, was
established in 1972. Initially, both cattle and game
were kept on this farm, but since 1983 it was used
exclusively for game farming, except for a short
period of 2 months *-~~g 1984 when cattle were
grazed there. Ot r i in the area are used for
both cattle and game. _..ne animals, including wil-
debeest, have occasionally been introduced from
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other areas or exchanged among the local farms. In
South Africa MCF is a notifiable disease and the
movement of all wildebeest is restricted to those
farms where they already exist and is regulated by a
permit system.

Most of the farms included in this investigation are
well-managed and, despite a long-standing drought,
the grazing was in a reasonable to good condition.
However, some farms in the area were uninhabited
and could not be farmed owing to the drought.

During 1984-1986 there was an increase in the
incidence of WD MCF in the area, but during 1987
only a few cases were recorded.

Locality and climate

The area under investigation (Fig. 1) is located
approximately 40 km north of Thabazimbi at an alti-
tude of 1 000 m. The vegetation is mixed bushveld
but varies from farm to farm. The locality has very
hot summers and cool winters (South African
Weather Bureau). The average daily temperatures
vary from about 14,0-28,0 °C, the mean monthly
minimum being 9,0 °C, while the mean monthly max-
imum soars to about 32,7 °C. The winter of 1987, was
exceptionally cold however, with an average mini-
mum temperature of 1 °C which occurs for June and
July. 1e mean annual rainfall is 650 mm and is
encountered mainly during the summer months.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Diagnosis

Our diagnosis of WD MCF in cattle was based on
clinical examination or on clinical signs provided by
reliable farmers. Confirmation was done by virus
isolation or histopathology on specimens from one
or more cattle from several herds.

Data collection

Farmers were requested to complete a question-
naire. The data obtained were checked with the
farmers and, where applicable, cross-checked with
neighbouring farmers, as well as with the records of
the State Veterinarian for that area (H. J. van de















