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FOOT-AND-MOUTH DISEASE IN THE EUROPEAN UNION

R.P. Kitching

Institute for Animal Health - Pirbright Laboratory
Ash Road, Pirbright, Surrey GU24 ONF, United Kingdom

Since the cessation of routine prophylactic vaccination against foot-and-mouth disease (FMD) in
Europe, there have been two episodes of FMD in the European Union (EU), in ltaly and Greece.
Both were the consequence of illegal importation (animals entered Italy with false certificates) of
live animals, and both were due to strains of type O virus which had previously been identified
circulating in the Middle East. The artificially large differances in the price of farm livestock between
the EU and surrounding countries has encouraged the trade in live animals. Existing EU legislation
aims at preventing the importation of FMD infected animals, but it is the animals being moved
illegally that pose the greatest threat to the health status of the EU livestock.

Routine vaccination against foot-and-mouth
discase (FMD) has now stopped in all Europcan
countries including the former communist coun-
trics, except for certain arcas in Russia such as
around Moscow because of the international air-
port, Vladimir where Russian FMD vaccine is
made, and Russia’s southcrn borders with the
republics of thc Former Sovict Union. Consc-
quently Europe contains a population of highly
productive cattlc, sheep. goats and pigs fully sus-
ceptible to FMD. However, FMD s present in
many of the countrics to the south and cast of
Europec.

The agricultural industry in the Europcan
Union (EU) has been a victim of its own success.
The large and rich market within the EU, subsidics
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and guaranteed prices has supported the develop-
ment of a highly productive but gencrally high cost
industry which for many items, such as wheat,
dairy products and meat has resulted in over
production and accusations of dumping on the
world market. This has lead to a policy of paying
farmers in many scctors of production to reduce
their output. Supcrimposcd on this situation has
been the opening of trade with the countrics of
Eastern Europe which are members of the Europe-
an Free Trade Association (EFTA), and the previ-
ously existing trade agreements with countrics in
South Amcrica and Southern Africa. In the future,
the newly negotiated GATT will create further
pressure for the EU to refax restrictions on imports
of livestock products.

Within the EU there is free movement of
industrial and agricultural merchandise, includ-
ing live animals. A computer network links EU
bordcr posts and member countries which moni-
tors the movement of animals and animal products
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as they enter the EU (SHIFT) and their
movement between member countries
(ANIMO). This relies on proper certifica-
tion and identification of all live animals
being moved. However, it cannot accom-

modate illegal movements, false certifica-
tion and counterfeit identification. In Feb-
ruary 1993 there was an outbreak of FMD
in Potenza province of Southern Italy, and
in July 1994 there was an outbreak of FMD
in the prefecture of Xanthi in Greece (al-
though the first outbreak in Greece was
possibly as early as April). Both introduc-
tions of diseasc were the result of illegal
importation of live animals.

ITALY 1993

An outbreak of type O FMD was
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identified in Southern Italy at the end of
February 1993. Cattle had been imported
across the border at Tricste with certifica-
tion indicating their origin as Croatia (part
of former Yugoslavia). These cattle were taken to
a slaughter house near Potenza wherc prior to
slaughter they were mixed with four young cattle,
these were then sold to a nearby farmer on whosc
premises the first outbreak was reported, affecting
these four cattle. The discasc was first suspected by
a private practitioner carrying out artificial in-
scmination; having rcported his suspicion to the
veterinary authoritics, he continued his visits to
other farms, some of which subscquently became
infected. Some further local spread of discase was
reported, but two unrccorded movements of cattle
from the premiscs of the original importer resulted
in outbreaks [20 ki north of Potenza, in Avcellino
(figure 1).

A sccondary focus of FMD was found on 11
March on the premises of an importer in Policoro,
onthe South East coast of Ttaly. 175 Croatian cattle
had been imported via Greece and had entered [taly
through the port of Bari. They had then been
distributed to 11 different locations, six of which
reported discase. One of these was in the north of
ltaly, in Verona. It is not clear whether this repre-
sented a new introduction of discise, as i contact
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Figure 1. ltaly 1993. Areas in which foot-and-mouth
disease was identified

was suspected but not proven between this im-
porter and the dealer in Potenza. No FMD was
reported from Greece or Croatia during 1993.
Theoutbreaks of FMD in Italy affected mainly
cattle and sheep, although onc herd of buffalo was
also affected in the Campania region to the north
of Naples. Control was complicated by difTicultics
in tracing animal movements, the mild clinical
signs in the affected sheep, and the prevalence in
Italy of swine vesicular discase, which is clinically
indistinguishable from FMD, and which accounted
for onc of the reported FMD outbreaks. In all 57
outbreaks were reported, but subscquent scrologi-
cal investigations indicated that discasc had been
more widespread than realized. There was also
cvidence for the illegal use of FMD vaccine, im-
ported by the owners of the buffalo herds around
Naples, in an attempt to protect their bufTalo from
slaughter should they have become infected. The
EU hasa policy of FMD control bascd on slaughter
of alfccted and in-contact susceptible animals, and
strict cleansing and movement controls. [t is pro-
hibited for individuals to use FMD vaccine in their
animals without Government permission, as this



could interfere with the clinical recognition of
FMD, with subsequent serological investigations
and future trading arrangements.

The certificates that accompanied the cattle
imported through Trieste were shown to be false.
and the true origin of all the cattle is still not
known. The majority of them originated in Czecho-
slovakia, but it is thought that these were then
joined by an additional group. before entering
Italy. The virus causing the outbreaks was
characterised in the OIE/FAO World and Commu-
nity Reference Laboratory for FMD, Pirbright
(WRL). By comparing the nucleotide sequence of
the ID gene of the outbreak strain with that of other
strains within the WRL library of ficld isolates, it
was possible to show that the strain had previously
beencirculating in the Middlc East. firstappecaring
in the Sultanatc of Oman in 1991 (figure 2). Only
ong strain was identified in the Italian outbreaks,
suggesting that there had been only onc introduc-
tion of discase. Although vaccination was not used
to help control the outbreak. except unofficially,
the option to vaccinate was considered, and O
Manisa was identificd as a suitable vaccine strain.

GREECE 1994

At the end of July 1994, samples sent (o the
WRL from Greece for diagnosis of suspect FMD
were shown to contain FMD virus type O. FMD
had been suspected for over a moath, and although
samplcs processed in the laboratory in Athens had
been negative, epizootiological investigations had
been started a week before the confirmation of
discasc {ron Pirbright. The discasc was first sus-
pected in sheep on the Island of Lesbos in May.
However, because of the failure of the laboratory to
confirm FMD. no action was taken, and in June
sheep werc sent by boat to the mainland of Greecee,
in particular to the prefecturc of Xanthi, butalso to
a number of other sites in Greeee. The positive
samples had been submitted from Xanthi. but the
presence of FMD on Lesbos was soon after also
confirmed.

Within the EU, sheep farmers arc given
subsidics according to the number of sheep they
haveon their premises on a specificdate during the
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year. This is an important source of income to
farmers in many parts of the EU, where farming
would otherwise be uneconomic. Greece possesses
alarge number of islands within the Aegean Seaon
which sheep are kept; some of these are geographi-
cally very close to Turkey. It is considered likely
that sheep were imported illegally from Turkey
onto the Island of Lesbos prior to the subsidy
assessments at the end of May, and that these sheep
were infected with FMD virus. Sheep were then
traded in June and July from Lesbos, and intro-
duced FMD into Xanthi. The mild clinical signs of
FMD in adult sheep, and the delay in laboratory
diagnosis allowed the disease to become well
established before effective control measures were
introduccd. However, even then, because of the
decentralised veterinary infrastructure in Greece,
it was difficult to establish a consistent policy inall
the affected arcas.

By the end of October, 91 infected premiscs
had been identified in the prefectures of Lesbos,
Xanthi. Rodopi, Chalkidiki. Evros and Scrrcs
(figure 3), involving almost entircly cattle, sheep
and goats: pigs arc nol common in the region of
thesc prefectures, and on only two farms werce pigs
present. Spread of discase was duc to the move-
ment of infected animals or direct contact between
animals on ncighbouring premiscs.

The virus causing the outbreak was
characterised in the WRL, and shown to be indis-
tinguishable (rom a strain circulating in Turkey
and other Middle Eastern countrics (figurc 3).
This was consistent with the supposition that it had
been introduced with illegally imported sheep.
Although vaccination was not uscd to control the
outbreak, the WRL recommended the usc of the O
Manisa vaccine strain should vaccination have
been required.

Because animal movement records were not
always kept, and because of the interval of time
between introduction of FMD and the start of the
control programme, (he Commission ol the EU
rccomumended an cextensive scrological survey
within Greece. concentrating on the affected pre-
fectures on the mainland. At the time of writing
(December, 1994) alimost 20,000 scra have been
tested by the WRL and the ID-DLO, Lelystad in the
Netherlands, in an effort to define the extent of the
outbreak.
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Figure 3. Greece 1994. Prefectures affected with

foot-and-mouth disease

DISCUSSION

The occurrence of two extensive outbreaks of
FMD within the EU in the last two ycars has
highlighted the vulnerability of the EU to FMD. It
is possible that these introductions were not excep-
tional, but that when the livestock was vaccinated,
discasc did not become cstablished. In addition,
the policy of frec moverent within the EU makes
the possibility of cven more damaging outbreaks
involving the large pig populations of Northern
Europc now morc likely. Thesc two outbreaks
fortunately were controlled. in spite of carly orga-
nizational difficultics. However, they have scrved
to help formulate future EU policy and ideatify
certain deficiencics. In addition, they have kept
FMD in high profile which will cnsure that the

veterinary services will remain alert for future
outbreaks. The WRL has also been encouraged to
concentrate on the application and quality coutrol
of the existing and newer diagnostic tests, such as
the polymerasc chain reaction using uested prim-
crs.

The episodes have again confirmed that the
movement ofinfected animals is the inost common
means by which FMD sprcads. The large dilferen-
tial between the price of animals within and out-
side the EU predisposes to this movement. Al-
though therearcadequate regulations which would
prevet the legal movement of infected animals, it
is the illegal importation of animals or their move-
ment with false veterinary certification which
pose the major threals.
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RESUMEN

Fiebre aftosa en la Unidon Europea

Desde el término de la vacunacion
profilictica de rutina contra la fiebre aftosa en
Europa hanocurrido dosepisodios de la enfermedad
en la Unién Europea (UE), en [talia y en Grecia.
Ambos fueron consecuencia de la importacion
ilegal (animales entraronen Italia con certificados

RESUMO

Febre aftosa na Unido Européia

Desde o fim da vacinagdo profilactica de
rotina contra a febre aftosa na Europa ocorreram
dois cpisodios da doenga na Unido Européia (UE),
na [talia ¢ na Grécia. Ambos foram conscquéncia
da importagdo ilegal (animais entraram na tilia

falsos) de animales vivos, y la cepa de virus tipo O
diagnosticada habia sido identificada previamente
en Oriente Medio. Las grandes diferencias de
precio del ganado entre la UE y los paises vecinos
ha estimulado el comercio de animales vivos. La
legislacidnexistenteen la UE propone la prevencion
de la importacion de animales infectados por
fiebre aftosa, pero son los animales transportados
ilegalmente los que representan la mayor amenaza
al estado sanitario de los rebaiios de la UE.

cot certificados falsos) de animais vivos, e a cepa
do virus O identificada foi a diagnosticada previa-
mente no Oriente Médio. As grandes diferengas de
prego do gado entre a UE ¢ os paises vizinhos
estimularam o comércio dec animais vivos. A
legislagdo existente na UE esti dirigida a prevenir
aimportagdode animais infectados por febre aftosa,
mas sdo os animais transportados ilegamcente os
quc causam a maior ameaga ao cstado sanitirio dos
rcbanhos da UE.



