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1. Summary 

A suspected outbreak of African horse sickness (AHS) was reported by the South 
African authorities on 25 February 2004. The affected working horses were 
located at the Elsenburg Agricultural College. The outbreak occurred in the AHS 
surveillance zone approximately 40km away from the EU-recognised AHS-free 
zone. 
 
The EU and the UK have taken precautionary measures by suspending imports 
of registered horses from South Africa. The EU and the UK will continue to 
monitor developments. 
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2. AFRICAN HORSE SICKNESS IN SOUTH AFRICA 

1.1.  Disease Report 
 
The South African authorities reported a suspected outbreak of African horse 
sickness (AHS) on 25 February 2004 in working horses at Elsenburg Agricultural 
College. The College is located within the AHS ‘surveillance zone’, approximately 
40km away from the EU-recognised AHS-free zone situated in the metropolitan 
area of Cape Town.  
 
During 21-22 February, four horses died and another one exhibited clinical signs. 
Laboratory testing of samples collected from two of the horses indicated the 
presence of the AHS virus. Further tests are underway to determine the type of 
AHS virus involved. Initial epidemiological investigation revealed no other 
suspected cases in any horses on properties neighbouring the index property and 
no indication that legal or illegal movements of horses to the ‘AHS surveillance 
area’ had taken place.  
 
The South African Authorities have already instituted disease control measures. 
These include stabling horses overnight, treatment with insecticides, movement 
restrictions, and vaccination of all horses within a 20km radius surrounding the 
index holding (OIE, 2004). 
  
 
AHS is not a contagious disease1. The virus is primarily transmitted by midges of 
the genus Culicoides. Mosquitoes may also be implicated as another biological 
vector in transmitting the disease. To a lesser extent, mechanical transmission by 
biting flies from the genera Stomoxys and Tabanus may also be possible.  

2. LEGAL TRADE INFORMATION 

2.1. Live horses 
 
Twenty-three horses were imported to the UK from South Africa via other 
Member States in the period commencing 1 January 2004. The last horse arrived 
on 18 January 2004 via the Netherlands.  

                                            
1 http://www.defra.gov.uk/animalh/diseases/notifiable/disease/africanhorse.htm 
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3. EU RESTRICTIONS 

3.1. South Africa  
 
Under EU rules, the whole of territory of South Africa is separated into two zones  
for the purpose of trade with regard to AHS (Fig.1): 
 
 

a) AHS infected zone – territory 
outside the Western Cape Province. Import 
of horses and equidae from this zone to 
the EU is prohibited. 
 
b) AHS control area – the whole of 
Western  Cape Province 
 
Within the South Africa, any movement of 
registered horses from the infected zone 
into the Western Cape Province is subject 
to vaccination (at least sixty days before 
intended move) and official certification. 
Movement of other equidae (vaccinated 
and non-vaccinated) is also allowed, but 
only during the ‘vector insect safe period’ 
(June-August), subject to quarantine, 
testing and official certification. 
 

 
3.2. Western Cape Province  

 
Under EU rules2, temporary admissions and permanent imports of registered 
horses (vaccinated and non-vaccinated) and other equidae (including zebras) are 
only permitted from the ‘AHS-free zone’ in the Western Cape Province South 
Africa, subject quarantine and official certification. To comply with EU rules for 
import of registered horses, three zones with specific radius have been 
established within the Western Cap Province. The map (Fig.2)* shows the zones 
established by the South African authorities. 
 

                                            
2 
http://europa.eu.int/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapi!celexapi!prod!CELEXnumdoc&lg=EN&numdoc
=31997D0010&model=guichett 
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*This map produced by Agricultural Production, National Department of Agriculture, Pretoria, 
South Africa in February 2004 has been slightly modified by IAHD on 1 March 2004. 
 
 

3.2.1. AHS free zone  
 
This is a zone within the metropolitan area of Cape Town, and is the only zone 
from which registered horses (vaccinated or non-vaccinated) can be exported to 
the EU, subject to specific conditions (refer to 3.3).  
 
EU rules require that no systematic vaccination of horses located in this area is 
allowed. Horses may move into this zone from the surveillance, protection or 
infected zone, subject to official certification, and vaccination using registered 
polyvalent vaccine administered by a veterinarian.  
 
  

3.2.2. AHS surveillance zone  
 

This is a zone of 50km in radius around the AHS free zone. EU rules require that 
no systematic vaccination of horses located in this area is allowed. EU rules 
require that no vaccination of horses located in this area is allowed.  
 
Horses may move into this zone from the protection or infected zone, subject to 
official certification, and vaccination using registered polyvalent vaccine 
administered by a veterinarian. 
 
Note: EU rules also require that ongoing monitoring for AHS must include 
monthly serological testing of at least 60 unvaccinated, identified sentinel horses 
located in the free and surveillance zone. 
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3.2.3. AHS protection zone  
 

This is a zone of at least 100km around the AHS surveillance zone. Systematic 
vaccination of horses in this zone is allowed. Horses may move into this zone 
from the free, surveillance or infected zone, subject to official certification, and 
vaccination using registered polyvalent vaccine administered by a veterinarian. 
 
 

3.3. Imports to EU 
 
EU rules allowed for import of non-vaccinated and vaccinated registered horses 
subject to following requirements: 
 

3.3.1. Permanent imports 
Registered horses are subject to a residency requirement in the AHS free zone 
for three months, and pre-export quarantine. 
  

3.3.2. Temporary admission 
 
Registered horses are subject to a veterinary supervision and a residency 
requirement in the AHS free zone for two months, and pre-export quarantine. 
 

3.3.3. Pre-export Quarantine requirements 
 
Registered horses intended for imports or temporary admission into EU must 
undergo a 40-day pre-export isolation within an officially approved vector-
protected quarantine station. This period is mandatory part of the required 
residence period in the free area. During the quarantine period, horses must be 
confined to the vector-protected stables under specified conditions related to 
exercise and use of insect repellents and tested for the presence of AHS. 
Registered horses must be transported under vector-proof conditions and 
transported directly to the EU.  
 
Two blood samples must be taken between 21-30 days during the quarantine 
period and tested for AHS with negative result (for non-vaccinated horses) and 
with no increase in titre (for vaccinated horses). The last blood sample must be 
taken within 10 days prior to export.  
 
 

4. ASSESSMENT OF THE RISK TO UK ANIMAL HEALTH 

4.1. Registered horses 
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There is a negligible risk from prior importations of registered horses from South 
Africa. The last import occurred in mid January 2004. It is also highly likely that 
the South African veterinary supervision and laboratory testing during the 
specified quarantine period would have detected any diseased horse and 
prevented their export to EU. 
 
There is a low risk from the existing outbreak. Therefore, given the proximity of 
the outbreak (40km) to the AHS free zone, EU and the UK have taken a 
precautionary measure to mitigate the risk to a negligible level by suspending 
imports of registered horses and horses for temporary admission, including transit 
of horses from South Africa.  
 

5. Conclusion 

The risk to UK animal health before the current outbreak of AHS was negligible. 
There has been limited trade in registered horses from South Africa. The controls 
in place were sufficient to mitigate any potential risk of disease introduction.  
 
The risk arising from this outbreak through the trade in registered horses is 
considered to be negligible given the EU suspension of imports. Defra and the 
European Commission continue to monitor the situation in South Africa.  
 
 
Prepared by: 
Mirzet Sabirovic 
 
 
Approved by: 
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Head – International Animal Health Division  
(05/03/2004) 
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