
Rift Valley Fever 
 
Rift Valley Fever is an infectious disease of sheep, goats and 
cattle. Dogs and cats can also contract the disease when eating 
meat from infected animals. 
 
The disease is caused by a virus which 
is transmitted by mosquitoes. Outbreaks 
usually occur from spring to late 
summer. 
 
It is very important to know that humans 
can also contract the disease when 
handling sick animals or infected 
meat/blood. Infection may be inapparent 
or influenza-like symptoms may develop. Complications 
include blindness and even death due to liver damage. 
 

The disease originated in the Rift Valley of Eastern Africa and was encountered in South Africa for 
the first time during the fifty’s. Twenty thousand people got infected and about 100,000 sheep and 
cattle died. During the next major epidemic of 1974-1975 even more people and animals were 
affected. 
 
Symptoms of the disease 
 
Up to 95 % of pregnant animals may abort. 
 
Animal deaths are common.  Up to 95 % of young lambs and calves 
may die. Older animals are more resistant with mortality up to 25 %.  
 
Younger animals die quickly without any clinical signs. Older animals 
stop eating, become listless and weak. They may develop nasal bleeding 
and bloody diarrhoea while the eyes and mucous membranes develop a 
yellow discolouration. 
 
Goats are more resistant with less severe symptoms. In cattle the 
infection is usually inapparent but some may develop symptoms. 
 
Post mortem findings 
 

 
���� The most common post-mortem finding is  
      the occurrence of haemorrhages in  
      various organs in the body. 
 
 
This is especially prominent in the heart, 
lungs, liver and gall bladder.                 ����                                 
 

 
 



 
���� Free blood may occur  
      in the chest cavity. 
 
 
 
 

 

The walls ���� of the large stomach, milk stomach ����  as well as those of the intestines ���� frequently 
shows typical striated haemorrhages. 
 

 
���� Liver damage also aoccurs.   
     The liver appears swollen with  
     a yellow to orange colour. 
 
 
 
Pin-point, grey-white spots of dead 
liver cells can be seen throughout the 
liver.                                                    ���� 
 

 
Any person who came in contact with such a carcass should immediately was him/herself 
properly in order to prevent infection. 
 
Prevention 
 
Preventative vaccination is the only reliable method of control. 
 
In sheep and goats a live attenuated vaccine can be used which will give life-long immunity. It is 
important to note that this vaccine may not be used in pregnant animals as the pregnant ewe will 
abort and may even die. The unborn lamb will develop developmental defects resulting in death. 
Only the inactivated vaccine may be used in pregnant ewes. This vaccine protects the animals only 
for about a year. 
In cattle both vaccines can be used but the same principles apply. It is recommended that all non-
pregnant animals are vaccinated once-off with the live attenuated vaccine and the pregnant animals 
with the inactivated vaccine. Thereafter only the offspring and the non-pregnant animals not 
previously vaccinated with the live vaccine are vaccinated. 
 
 
Article originally compiled by A. O. de Kock, Veterinary Services: Western Cape Province 
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