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FOOT AND MOUTH 
DISEASE 

By the Veterinary D epartment, Canterbury Agricultural College 

gN recent months great in­
t erest has been shown con­
cerning Foot and Mouth 
disease. Almost daily the 
newspa.pers have contained 

references to the trouble and its 
r.epercussions. They desc·ribe the 
fumiga tion of overseas aeroplanes 
and how immigrants from places lik.e· 
Holland are ·thoroughly "vetted" on 
arrival and made to land with only 
one set of footwear. They mention 
also the catrustrophic number of 
a nimals affected in the countries of 
W.estern Europe. 

Why is everyone so anxious to 
keep this disease away from New 
Zealand? Since it is not a killing 
disease, why should we worry? It 
may not kill, but we would certainly 
be more worried if it arrived here. 
It is so very infectious and spreads 
so rapidly that in a short time, if 
left uncheck ed, it would travel far . 
Both wild and domestic animals in 
New Zealand would help spread Foot 
and Mouth disease and probaibly 
huma.n beings would help just as 
much. 

In Holland last year four out­
breaks were recorded in June, 29 in 
July, 27 in August, 279 in September , 
3,318 in October and over 11,000 in 
November. In England, where the 
drastic slaughter-method of control 
is practised, 120 outbreaks have led 
to the sla ughter of over 12,000 
head of livestock since November of 
last year. Typical of what can ha,p­
pen in a small area is shown •by the 
outbreak which occurred near Bath, 
England, in 1943. From July 11 to 

September 28, 4,04 7 cattle, 1,003 
sh eep, 1,574 pigs and 11 goats were 
slaughtered in 'the effort to contrnl 
the outbreak. These figures show 
how infec tive and easily spr.eaid: th is 
disease can •be. It is obvious that if 
no preventive m easures a re taken, 
a na t Lon's cattle population is in 
peril .of being aff.ected. 

An infeeted :eow goes ·oomplete·ly 
off her milk and may never come 
back into milk fully again. 

You can well imagine the b1ow it 
would be to N ew Zealand's £60,000,000 
a year dairy industry if we had the· 
disease. To make matters worse, in­
fec ted cows frequently abort or give 
birth to dead calv.es. How would we 
replac.e these losses ? Some cows 
r ecover from the disease but re­
main chronk invalids. If Fo.ot and 
Mouth disease reached N ew Zeala nd 
and we resorted to a slaughter 
policy, we would have to destroy 
great numbers of our animals before 
we gained C·ont1101. 

Foot a.nd Mouth has been recog­
nised as a specific disease for a 
long time and there are records of 
it occurring in Gemnany and France 
in the middle of the 18th century. 
Jn Britain it was first described in 
1839 and it has occured there 
spasmodica lly from that year to this . 
Few countries have escaped. Aus­
t ralia a nd New Zealand are fortun­
a t e in that they have r.emai:ned free. 
The United States and Can8Jda have 
been compaDatively free in the ;past, 
but now Canada is expe·riencing an 
outbreak. In this case it is alleged 
that a Dutch immigrant was the 



carrier. The United States of 
America also is threatened with the 
diseas ' from aicross the oorders of 
Mexico. Ther.e the disease broke out 
in 1946 and was .allegedly caused 
by the importation of Zebu cattle 
from Brazil. It soon spread until 
vast numbers of animals were af­
fect ed. The United Sta t es, realising 
the danger to herself, offered the 
Mexican Govennment the aid of her 
laboratories and livestock officers. 
The two countries combined in a 
campaign to st.op the spread and 
during the first six months of 1949 
some 18,000,000 vaccinations ha.ct 
been completed. At that time no 
o utbreaks had occurred amongst vac­
cinated animals. Eul'ope, Asia and 
Africa all have Foot and Miouth 
disease and until something is done 
on an international level they will 
k eep on experiencing recurrent 
epiz·ootics. South America has had 
the disease for years. 

The· disease is •caused by ,one of the 
smallest viruses known t·o man. 
Ther.e are three known types and in 
each type there are a 'number of 
variations. This complicates the 
work of making a vaccine w cope 
with the troubJ,e. Clovenhoofed 
animals are usually the victims and 
in c·ountries where the disease is 
always present, "carrier" animals 
cause recul'rent outbreaks. Human 
beings can carry the virus very 
successfully, for it can remain alive 
on leather and gumboots for as long 
as 80 days. Man can a lso be ,af-
fected with the disease. 
farmyard creatures such as cats, 
dogs, hedgehogs land birds a ll have 
at on e time or another been blame d 
fo r the spread. 

In E.ngland and other places where 
the disease ·occurs sporadically, there 
are several ways in which the virus 
is thought to be spread. Some years 
ago it was .popular to blame starlings 
resting during their migratory fli ght 
from W est ern Europe. This was 
suspected because of the number ·of 
outbreaks occurring in cattle while 
out at grass. The importation of 
diseased animals is a constant 
danger a nd was th e main source of 

infection in England during the last 
ha lf of the 19th century. When im­
portations from infected areas were 
prohibited the number of a ttacks was 
r edu ced. During the last war most 
of the outbrc::tks in Great Britain 
resul ted from the import at ion of meat 
fr.om South America and the subse­
quent feeuing .of scraps and bones 
to pigs. Ther e are several reasons 
for believing this. A t the Pirbright 
Research .Insti tute (Anima l Virus 
Diseases ) in England it was shown 
th a t the virus can live in frnzen 
bone marrow for 76 days. In ::t 
series of 93 outbreaks in Britain 
during 1944, 78 cases commenced 
among pigs. The virus type found 
in these .outbr.eaks was similar t o 
that in South America. Fin1ally it 
was noticed t '."13.t in areas where no 
imported meat was received there 
were no outbreak s of the disease. 

A nimals com?.ng in c.ontact with the 
vir us develop the disease in two or 
three days . Its presence is shown 
by the animals suddenly going off 
their feed a nd running high tempera­
tures. Soon blisters appear on the 
tongue a nd lining of the mouth and 
on the snft areas between the hooves. 
This causes the a nimals to salivate 
profus.ely and t o become lame, thus 
giving rise to the name Foot a nd 
Mouth disease. Milk secreti,on ceases 
and mastitis may follow. Some cows 
abort and lose condition. Affect ed 
calves usua lly die. In pigs the bliste· s 
appear on the snout a nd feet and in 
some cases the hooves m ay be shed . 
Ji left a lone 99 peir cent .of affected 
a.nimals would probably recover in 
10 to 14 days. Complete r ecovery 
would not be the rule for many 
would later suffer fr.om pneumonia 
or from affected joints . Others would 
become carriers and remain as a 
source of infection for future out­
breaks. 

So great are the losses r.esulting 
fr.om Foot and Mouth disease that 
some attempt at d ealing with it 
must be made. Firstly there is th e 
drastic sla ughter policy a s is carried 
out in Gr.eat Britain, the United 
States and Canada. When the disease 
is confirmed on a farm, it is com-



pletely isolated. PoHccmen prevent 
unauthorised entry to the property 
a,nd all cloven-hoofed animals within 
a 15-mile radius on the faJmn are 
"confined to barracks." No mov.e­
ment in or out of the area is al­
lowed. All affected clov,en..Jloofed 
animals and those which have been 
in contiact with them are valued for 
cnmpensa tkm purposes and then 
slaughtered. The carcases are either 
burnt or buried in lime. Sometimes 
the '::ontacts arc salvaged for human 
consumption. Following the slaughter, 
the farm buildings are disinfected 
as th.o·roughly as possib1e. All loose 
hay is burnt. Manure is sprayed 
with disinfectant and put in heaps 
so that the generated heat kills the, 
vi·rus. The whole farm is then Ieft 
clear .of livestock for six weeks. 

Many .people do not agree with the 
slaughter policy and would like to use 
other ways of controlling the tlisease. 
Dr. Ian Galloway, Director of th:e 
Pirbright Research Institute, writes 
in support 1of the slaughter policy in 
the Farmers' Weekly. H e states 
that from November 14 to December 
31, 1951, the number of outbreaks 
in EngLand was 87, the slaughter 
policy having been car·ried out; with 
no slaughtering, the number of con­
firmed cases in Western Germany 
from November 1 to November 14 
reached 54,000. Also, in the years 
1922 to 1926 the'l'e were 4,973 out­
breaks in Great Britain and 101,852 
outbreaks in F·r.ance. This suggests 
that the slaughter policy is a quicker 
method of control and that the total 
loss entailed is less than with other 
methods of combating the disease. 
In fairn ess to the continental coun­
tries it must be pointed out that 
Great Britain is in a favoured 
geographical positio.n to c arry 1out 
the slaughter .policy . Other countries 

finding the slaughter policy too costly 
or difficult to carry out, have re­
verted to other means of control. 
They fir.st of all tried treatment with 
both convalescent and hyper-immune 
serum and later used vaccines. The 
vaccines seemed to give an immunity 
against the particular virus for about 
six months. It was soon found 
that an animal vaccinated with one 
type of the virus was not protected 
against the other types, 'and so vac­
cination was not of great value. 
Owing to technical difficulties it 
has not been found possi1ble to manu­
facture a combined vaccine which 
w.ould protect against all strains. 

What then of the futur·e? It would 
appear that Foot and Mouth diseai:e 
will 'Continue to menace many lands 
until it can be combated at an 
international level. Steps in this 
direction hav,e already been taken. 
The United States and Mexico arC' 
working togeth,er to eliminate the 
disease in Mexico. In May, 1950, 
the Food and Agricultural Organ isa­
tion of the United Nations recom­
mended that an international centre 
be established for the examination 
of ,the types of virus and mainten­
ance of strains. It was decided, 
that this centre should be located at 
Pirbright, England, and that fund s 
should be made available from inte r­
national sour·ces. 

New Zealand has an efficient 
quarantine scheme in operation and 
every care is taken to guard against 
the disease entering this country 
with imported livestock. With fast 
air travel there is of course the pos­
sibility of the virus coming in from 
affected ·countries. From all accounts, 
however, the authorities are wide 
awake to the possibility and are 
taking active steps to prevent such a 
catastrophe. 
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