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Since 2024, over 100 cases of rabies have been
confirmed in Cape fur seals (Arctocephalus pusillus
pusillus) in South Africa and Namibia. Testing of
retrospective samples and phylogenetic analysis indicate
that the outbreak began several years before it was
detected and that sustained transmission is occurring
within the seal population.

An initial study suggests that this represents a novel host
shift event, originating from a single introduction of a
dog-related rabies virus variant maintained by black-
backed jackals in Southern Africa.

Rabid Cape fur seals have been documented displaying
neurological clinical signs, including abnormal
aggression towards people and other animals. This
presents a significant public health risk, both in terms of
rabies exposure (over 145 human incidents reported as
of May 2026) and the risk of physical injury from a large
carnivore.

The involvement of two countries in Southern Africa
highlights the transboundary nature of the disease,
especially in a host species that can travel extensive
distances across its range.

Cape fur seals have opportunities for contact with other
marine mammal species that, if infected, could transmit
rabies viruses to other regions of the world, including
Antarctica, remote mid-oceanic islands and even to
other continents. The forecasted ENSO event for 2026-
27 may also affect seal and other marine mammal
movements.

The epidemiology of rabies in Cape fur seals is still being
investigated, and many aspects remain incompletely
understood, including the ecological impact of the
disease.
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Recommendations for WOAH Members

1. Surveillance and early detection

Members are encouraged to strengthen targeted
surveillance and diagnostic testing for rabies in marine
mammals displaying neurological clinical signs or
during mortality events. Reporting through WAHIS
remains essential to support global risk assessment
and coordinated response. This event also highlights
the importance of wildlife health surveillance as a core
component of health security and biodiversity
conservation.

2. Risk awareness and preparedness

Veterinary and public health authorities should be
alerted to the potential for non-traditional hosts of
rabies, risk to humans and animals, and preparedness
plans should incorporate wildlife-mediated
transmission scenarios. Rabies should be considered
as a differential diagnosis in marine mammals
presenting neurological signs, including in contexts
where other diseases such as high pathogenicity avian
influenza are suspected.

3. Biosafety and field protocols

Appropriate biosafety measures, including the use of
PPE and safe sampling protocols, are critical,
particularly when handling neurological tissues such as
brain samples, which present high infection risk.

4. Protection of personnel and exposed populations
Preventive measures, including pre-exposure
vaccination for high-risk personnel and timely post-
exposure management, should be ensured.


https://wahis.woah.org/

Recommendations for WOAH Members

5. Domestic animal interface management

Given the risk of spillover to domestic animals,
particularly dogs, Members should reinforce
vaccination coverage and control of animal-wildlife
interactions as well as inform veterinarians working in
areas where domestic animals may be exposed to
infected marine mammals.

6. Transboundary coordination

The detection of cases across national borders
highlights the need for regional coordination,
including information sharing, harmonized
surveillance, and joint risk assessment among
neighbouring countries.

7. Wildlife and ecosystem risk assessment
Members should engage wildlife specialists in their
countries to evaluate risks to other marine mammals
and ecologically connected populations, including
those in sub-Antarctic and Antarctic regions. In high-
risk areas, pre-emptive, prophylactic vaccination of
vulnerable and endangered species should be
considered.

8. Stakeholder communication

Targeted communication with relevant sectors (e.g.,
fisheries, tourism, wildlife management, and
harvesting industries) is essential to reduce risk and
support early detection. Communication activities
should also reinforce key rabies prevention messages,
including the importance of controlling the disease at
source through sustained vaccination of dogs, which
remains a cornerstone of the global strategic plan to
eliminate human deaths from dog-mediated rabies by
2030 and should be prioritized in areas where contact
between domestic animals, wildlife, and marine
mammals may occur.

Recent global disease events demonstrate that pathogen
dynamics are shifting rapidly across species and
ecosystems, often driven by environmental change,
animal movements, and increasing interfaces between
wildlife, domestic animals, and humans.

The emergence of rabies in Cape fur seals represents a
significant shift in rabies ecology, with implications that
extend beyond a single species or region. As with other
recent global disease events, early warning, coordinated
surveillance, and a One Health approach are critical to
assess and mitigate risks and impacts on wildlife,
domestic animals, and human health. Strengthening
collaboration across animal health, public health, wildlife,
and environmental sectors will be key to improving
preparedness and response.

WOAH and its Working_Group on Wildlife remain
available to support Members in risk assessment,

preparedness, surveillance and response. Members may
also draw upon technical resources and expertise

available through the WOAH Reference Laboratory
Network for rabies, and the_United Against Rabies Forum

to strengthen national and regional capacities for rabies
prevention and control.
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