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FAO’S ACTIONS
FAO monitors TiLV, provides technical assistance relating to the 
disease and works with FAO member governments and their 
constituents, as well as development partners, in the continuous 
search for resources to support the tilapia sector. 

Risk assessment 
In 2018, an Expert Knowledge Elicitation (EKE) Risk Assessment  
determined the extent of the biosecurity risks associated with 

the spread of TiLV into TiLV-free zones or countries and its spread 
within countries where it is already established. 

The assessment estimated the risks associated with the 
intranational and international movement of live fish, and the 
trade in raw chilled or frozen whole fish or fish products. 

The EKE risk assessment concluded that in the absence of 
control, the risk of TiLV spread:

 ■ from infected countries to North America or to Pacific Island 
countries and territories (PICTs) is moderate; 

An enveloped, negative-sense, single-
stranded RNA virus, Tilapia lake virus 
(TiLV) is a recently described disease 
which appears to have a narrow host 
specificity. Indeed, the disease affects 
farmed tilapia (hybrid tilapia, Nile tilapia 
and red tilapia) as well as several wild 
tilapines. 

TiLV was assumed to be linked to 
previously unexplained outbreaks in 
Israel in 2009. TiLV has been observed in 

at least 14 countries (in Asia, Africa, the 
Middle East and in South and Central 
America). The number of countries 
reporting TiLV is likely to increase rapidly 
as a result of increased awareness, 
surveillance and availability of diagnostic 
methods. 

Tilapia is the second most important 
farmed finfish worldwide (with the 
cyprinids), with Nile tilapia ranking sixth 
among the top cultured species. Tilapias 

are affordable, provide a good source of 
high-quality protein and micronutrients, 
are tolerant to high-density aquaculture 
and constitute a mainstay of global food 
security, nutrition and livelihoods. China, 
Indonesia and Egypt are the three leading 
aquaculture producers of tilapia. 

In 2017, world tilapia production (both 
aquaculture and capture), amounted to 
6.59 million tonnes (FishStatJ); worldwide 
trade was valued at USD1.45 billion. 
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KEY FACTS

FAO-Tilapia lake virus )(TiLV)

 ■ within a country where it is already 
present is very high; 

 ■ from infected countries to uninfected 
countries is high;

 ■ through the infected live fish movement 
pathway is high; and

 ■ through trade in uncooked chilled or 
frozen whole fish and fish products (for 
example, fish fillets) is low.
The role of trade in uncooked chilled or 

frozen whole fish and fish products (such as 
fish fillets) as a pathway for disease spread 
compared to translocation of live fish (for 
aquaculture, direct human consumption or 
ornamental/aquarium fish-keeping purposes) 
was considered to be relatively small. A 
recent study in Thailand reported that the 
risk of TiLV transmission via frozen tilapia 
fillets was minimal1.

National-level risk management measures 
targeting international trade must be 
based on risk analyses (consistent with OIE 
standards) and be commensurate with the 
level of risk reduction required to meet the 
country’s appropriate level of protection.  

Countries considering the implementation 
of risk management measures should 
consider all options and decide on the 
suite of measures that best suits local 
circumstances, noting that no single measure 
alone is likely to bring about a meaningful 
level of risk reduction.

Capacity building on TiLV pathology, 
diagnostics and surveillance
Two intensive training courses on TiLV were 
successfully implemented in 2018. The first 
seven-day course (held in Guangzhou, China 
in June) was conducted in cooperation with 

1 Thammatorn, W., Rawiwan, P. and Surachetpong, W. 2019. 
Minimal risk of tilapia lake virus transmission via frozen 
tilapian fillet. Journal of Fish Disease, 42: 2–9

China’s National Fisheries Extension Center 
and Sun Yat-Sen University. Twenty-nine 
representatives (competent authorities, 
academia and service providers) from Brazil, 
China, Indonesia, Malaysia, Mozambique, 
Myanmar, Peru, the Philippines, Sri Lanka and 
Viet Nam participated in the course.  
(http://www.fao.org/fishery/nems/41072/zh).

Under the auspices of the project titled 
GCP/RAF/510/MUL: Enhancing capacity/risk 
reduction of emerging TiLV to African tilapia 
aquaculture, funded by the Africa Solidarity 
Trust Fund, a second ten-day course (held 
in Kisumu, Kenya in December 2018) drew 
34 representatives of national competent 
authorities from Angola, Egypt, Ghana, 
Kenya, Nigeria and Uganda; the academic 
and producer sectors; and FAO experts 
and officials (http://www.fao.org/fishery/
nems/41135/zh).

The current state of knowledge about 
tilapia aquaculture and TiLV (pathology, 
diagnostics, risk factors and farm-level 
management) was discussed by FAO experts. 
The course also included field visits and 
laboratory work, as well as guidance in 
designing an active surveillance method for 
TiLV. The knowledge gained reinforced the 
representatives’ capacity to prepare detailed 
country-level implementation of the TiLV 
National Action Plan (NAP).

Under the technical oversight of FAO 
(Dr M. Reantaso, FIAA), the two courses 
were delivered by FAO experts (Dr M. 
Jansen, Norway; Dr K. Tang, United States of 
America; Dr W. Surachetpong, Thailand; Dr 
H. Dong, Viet Nam; Dr F. Mardones, Chile; 
Dr N. Fejzic, Bosnia and Herzegovina; Dr D. 
Huchzermeyer, South Africa; Mr B. Mapfumo 
and Mr P. Mwera, Zimbabwe; Ms R. Nagadya, 
Uganda) and Chinese experts (Dr J. Xia, Dr Y. 
Hong and Dr A. Li).

e-mailS
Food-Chain-Crisis@fao.org

EMPRES-Animal-Health@fao.org 

WebsiteS
www.fao.org/food-chain-crisis 

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations

TILAPIA LAKE VIRUS (TILV) IS A 
RECENTLY DESCRIBED DISEASE 
AFFECTING WILD AND FARMED 

TILAPINES. 

THIS PATHOGEN RAISES NO PUBLIC 
HEALTH CONCERN; HOWEVER, THE RISK 

OF TILV TRANSLOCATION THROUGH 
THE INTER- AND INTRACONTINENTAL 

MOVEMENT OF INFECTED LIVE 
TILAPIAS, IN THE ABSENCE OF 

APPROPRIATE BIOSECURITY MEASURES, 
IS SIGNIFICANT.

AS TILAPIA IS AN AFFORDABLE SOURCE 
OF PROTEIN FOR SEVERAL MILLIONS 

OF PEOPLE WORLDWIDE, LOSSES 
IN PRODUCTION DUE TO DISEASE 

OUTBREAKS COULD SIGNIFICANTLY 
AFFECT GLOBAL FOOD AND NUTRITION 

SECURITY AND LIVELIHOODS.

ALTHOUGH IT HAS BEEN OBSERVED IN 
AT LEAST 14 COUNTRIES, TILV IS LIKELY 

TO HAVE A WIDER DISTRIBUTION THAN 
IS CURRENTLY KNOWN TODAY.

TILAPIA-PRODUCING COUNTRIES MUST 
BE VIGILANT AND TAKE APPROPRIATE 

RISK MANAGEMENT MEASURES 
(ENHANCED DIAGNOSTIC TESTING OF 

IMPORTED STOCKS AND UNEXPLAINED 
TILAPIA MORTALITIES; REPORTING TO 
BIOSECURITY AUTHORITIES;  ACTIVE 

SURVEILLANCE; PUBLIC INFORMATION 
CAMPAIGNS; CONTINGENCY PLANS; 

ETC.) TO REDUCE THE POTENTIAL 
FURTHER SPREAD AND SOCIO-
ECONOMIC IMPACTS OF TILV.

TILAPIA LAKE VIRUS (TILV)
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