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Foot-and-mouth variant hits Iraq buffaloes,
threatening livelihoods

February 9 2023, by Mohammad Salim

The foot-and-mouth disease has plagued Iraq for decades, but veterinarians call
this year's outbreak unprecedented.

Despite vaccinating his entire herd against foot-and-mouth disease, Iraqi
farmer Saadoun Roumi has lost five of his 15 buffaloes to a variant
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never before seen in the country.

The severe, highly contagious livestock disease has plagued Iraq for
decades, but this year's outbreak has already had a devastating impact
described as unprecedented by veterinarians in Nineveh province.

Laboratory tests have identified the SAT?2 variant of the viral disease,
the United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization (FAQO) said.

This strain—never before recorded in Irag—is resistant to the vaccines
normally used in the country, leaving authorities scrambling to obtain the
right doses to inoculate livestock and prevent further spread.

"The infections are much higher," lamented 26-year-old Roumi from his
farm in the village of Badush near Mosul, the capital of Nineveh. "Every
day, there are between 20 and 25 cases in the village."

In his yard, he tends to one of his ailing animals, chewing on some
fodder in a basin. Along with the five he has already lost, all his
buffaloes were vaccinated against the disease as part of a campaign by
authorities in 2021.

"The administered vaccines aren't effective," Roumi said. "Foot-and-
mouth disease has ravaged the herd."
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Between the viral outbreak and the prices of fodder, Iraqi farmers have seen
their only source of livelihood pushed to the brink.

Between the outbreak and the exorbitant prices of fodder, Roumi like
other farmers has seen his only source of livelihood pushed to the brink.

"Before, I used to produce a barrel of 50 kilograms (110 pounds) of milk
per day—now, it's less than 25 kilograms."

High mortality

Though the disease does not pose a threat to humans, it is highly
contagious among "cattle, buffaloes, sheep, goats, swine and other
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cloven-hoofed", according to FAO.

The disease causes potentially lethal fevers and blisters resulting in "high
mortality in newborn and young animals, weight loss, reduced milk
yields and lower fertility", the UN agency said.

"Affected animals become too weak to be used to plow the soil or reap
harvests, and farmers cannot sell the milk they produce, which can
severely impact household food security."

Udai al-Abadi, the director of a veterinary hospital in Nineveh, noted
that the disease "resurges in intermittent waves", with the last peak in
1998.
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Urgent requests for vaccines have been sent to Baghdad, but Nineveh province
did not receive its allocation of shots, a local official said.

But this year, "infections are high and can be counted in the hundreds" in
the province, compared with the dozens usually recorded, he said.

"More than a hundred cattle have died."
Urgent requests for vaccines have been sent to the government in

Baghdad, he said, but the province did not receive its allocation of shots
in 2022, though they can be purchased locally from private sellers.

Preventing epidemic

Saadoun Roumi's 90-year-old father Balou said he lost a calf from his
herd of 20 buffaloes.

"When foot-and-mouth disease hits the animal, its milk 1s unusable and
its legs can barely carry it," he said.

Khalid Shlash, assistant to the FAO representative in Iraq, explained that
analysis of 12 samples in Nineveh, Baghdad and Diyala provinces
identified the responsible strain—SAT?2, which stands for "Southern
African Territories" where it originated.
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The SAT?2 strain -- never before recorded in Iraq -- is resistant to the vaccines
normally used in the country.

He said the strain was not previously present in Iraq and therefore the
corresponding vaccine had never been used there.

In a bid to curb the outbreak, authorities have launched disinfection
campaigns and imposed restrictions on the movement of livestock,
Shlash said.

He noted that the FAO is offering its expertise to support the
government's efforts, noting that the priority now is for a specialized lab
to identify the right vaccine.
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Baghdad must then find a producer to supply nine million doses of the
vaccine, he added.

"From where and how did this virus come to Iraq?" he said. "This is the
question veterinarian services are now trying to answer."
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