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For LSD, researchers surveyed villages in Limpopo that 
experienced isolated incidents of LSD between 2010 
and 2012, to determine additional expenditure and 
production losses caused by LSD at the farm level.

In total, 217 individuals from 12 villages in Marble Hall 
of the Ephraim Mogale Local Municipality (within the 
Sekhukhune District Municipality) were interviewed.

The survey collected data on demography, gender, 
source of income, animal diseases experienced during 
2010 to 2012, types of losses incurred as a result of the 
diseases, disease rankings in terms of economic losses, 
losses to LSD, and general expenditure on livestock 
activities.

For RVF, the researchers compared losses incurred by 
sheep farmers who vaccinated prior to the 2010 
outbreak to losses incurred by sheep farmers who only 
started vaccinating in 2010 (at the peak of the RVF 
outbreaks), to estimate the value of vaccination. 

Measuring the impact
of livestock diseases
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They then compared vaccines administered by farmers 
on their own (mainly white commercial farmers) to those 
that were administered with the help of animal health 
practitioners. 

This study surveyed 150 livestock farmers from two 
severely affected municipalities each in the Eastern 
Cape, Northern Cape and Free State provinces to 
measure the socio-economic impacts of these outbreaks.

The study used officially-reported diagnostics of RVF 
from 2008-2010 to estimate the total financial impact of 
the disease on the provincial livestock economy. The 
researchers created a scaling factor to estimate losses to 
the provincial livestock economy based on these 
numbers.
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South Africa has a dual agricultural economy – well-developed commercial farming, and subsistence-based production in 
rural areas. Of the agricultural sectors, livestock farming is the largest, contributing more than 40% to South Africa’s total 
agricultural GDP.

Livestock is, however, susceptible to a number of diseases which cause economic losses to farmers, regions and the entire 
country. The main economic costs of a livestock disease consist of two components: extra expenditure and losses in 
production. Extra expenditure refers to costs of treating or preventing a disease, while a production loss refers to a 
potential benefit, such as sale of milk, that is not realised.

This study aimed to measure the effect of recent outbreaks of LSD and RVF on subsistence and commercial livestock farms 
in South Africa, as well as estimate the greater economic impact on the country.

Given that the livelihoods of many rural communities and resource-poor farmers depend on livestock farming, it is 
important to understand the true economic impact of both these diseases.

A major finding of the study is that official reports of both LSD and RVF in SA are majorly underestimating the scale of the 
problem, pointing to the need for regular and comprehensive livestock disease surveys.

Another important point is that improved vaccination protocols could greatly reduce losses from both diseases. Subsidising 
insecticide dips to repel flies and mosquitoes that transmit LSD and RVF could also be an option, but further studies on the 
cost of this approach are needed.

A study of two livestock diseases in 
South Africa   Lumpy Skin Disease 
(LSD) and Rift Valley Fever (RVF)   
has shown the high cost of these 
diseases to the SA economy and 
suggested ways to reduce
these losses.

A look into the economic impact of RVF in the Eastern 
and Northern Cape as well as the Free State found that 
the degree to which farmers were impacted by RVF was 
linked to demographic patterns. Contrary to 
expectations that greater farming experience and 
tertiary education would be linked to reduced losses 
from RVF, the study showed that farmers with the highest  
tertiary education and most experience incurred the 
most losses. On average, farmers with a tertiary 
education incurred revenue losses of approximately 
R86 769, which was forty times higher than the R2 133 
incurred by farmers with no education.

It is important to note, though, that tertiary-educated 
farmers tended to be white commercial farmers with 
large herds or flocks, and so they would be expected to 
experience greater losses in absolute terms.

The study estimated revenue losses due to RVF of R295 
million in the three affected provinces from 2008-2010, 
with the Northern Cape incurring the highest losses 
(R174.9 million). Nationally, estimated financial losses 
from mortalities, abortions and reductions in milk output 
in 2010 ranged from R66.7 million to R213.6 million. 

As for the economic impact of LSD, the study focused on 
isolated cases involving farmers in Limpopo between 
2010 and 2012. 

Based on laboratory-confirmed diagnoses, the office of 
Animal Health Services estimated that 19 cattle died 

The socio-economic impacts of RVF and LSD
during this period, with a combined value of R123 500. 
In this study, however, respondents reported a total of 
68 cattle deaths due to LSD.

Using an average price of R6 500 per animal, the total 
loss among the 217 respondents alone is estimated at 
R442 000. To offset these losses, farmers were advised 
to vaccinate their cattle against LSD. 

Government animal health officers assisted by 
administering the vaccine, which cost an average of 
R16.76 per dose (covered by the farmers). In total,
2 891 cattle were vaccinated at an estimated cost of
R48 453.

When it comes to vaccinations, farmers in both cases 
applied different approaches that gave different results 
in benefits and costs. 

For LSD, most farmers do not usually spend any of their 
resources on livestock feeds and supplements, but 
almost all (7 out of 10 farmers) pay annually to 
vaccinate their livestock. The common practice in 
Limpopo is that farmers in each village contribute a 
fixed monthly amount towards the purchase of vaccines 
selected by a farmers’ group.

Farmers used two main methods against the RVF virus – 
vaccinations, and insecticide dips to kill the mosquitoes 
that spread the disease. However, while most farmers 
vaccinated at least some of their animals, only 1 in 10 
used insecticide dips.

A third control measure used by 5% of the farmers from 
the Northern Cape and Free State provinces is 
antibiotics. This will prevent secondary bacterial 

Current vaccination practices
infection in RVF-infected animals, or support uninfected 
animals’ immune systems by preventing them from 
becoming sick with a bacterial infection.

In the case of RVF control, the state provided free vaccines 
to (mostly black) smallholder farmers and ensured they 
were properly administered by animal health practitioners. 
As a result, smallholders incurred much smaller animal 
losses from RVF when compared to commercial farmers.

During RVF outbreaks, some (mostly white) commercial 
farmers used one vaccination needle for more than 20 
animals, or only changed the needle when it broke. This 
practice has the potential to spread the infection if there 
are infected animals in the herd, and possibly explains 
why 71% of white commercial farmers were affected by 
RVF outbreaks compared to just 29% of black farmers, 
who were assisted by the state. Importantly, no losses were 
incurred by black smallholder farmers (<1000 sheep) who 
received assistance with vaccinations from the state.

Lumpy Skin Disease (LSD) is caused by a virus which 
is transmitted by biting flies. For this reason, it is 
mostly prevalent during the wet summer and autumn 
months in the summer rainfall areas of South Africa.

Infected cattle stop producing milk, become infertile 
and abort or miscarry, as well as lose weight as their 
condition deteriorates. Cattle also get lumps on the 
skin, which damages their hide.

LSD reduces farmers’ income by reducing milk and 
meat production, limiting breeding potential, 
damaging valuable hides and causing death in 1 out 
of every 10 cases. When factoring in the cost of 
drugs, and lost future generations due to abortions, 
LSD could impose severe economic hardship on 
some of the country’s poorest people.

Lumpy Skin Disease

Rift Valley Fever (RVF) is a viral disease spread by 
mosquitoes. It primarily affects sheep (which are 
particularly susceptible), goats and cattle, but is also 
known to infect humans. Humans cannot transmit the 
disease and are only infected through close contact 
with infected animals, or a mosquito bite in
rare cases.

The disease causes significant economic losses to the 
agricultural industry due to high rates of abortion 
and death among infected livestock. In sheep, the 
rate of abortion among pregnant, infected ewes is 
almost 100%, and over 90% of lambs infected with 
RVF die.

According to the Centre for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), RVF can have major societal 
impacts, including significant economic losses and 
trade reductions. Outbreaks of disease in animal 
populations are called epizootics. The most notable 
RVF epizootic occurred in Kenya in 1950-1951, 
resulting in the death of an estimated 100,000 
sheep. South Africa lost an estimated 500 000 
animals in the same outbreak.

Between 2008 and 2010, South Africa experienced 
484 outbreaks of RVF, mostly concentrated in the 
Eastern Cape, Northern Cape and Free State 
provinces. In this period, 26 people died from
the disease.

Rift Valley Fever


