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A Global Effort Pays Off 

Rinderpest has been a dreaded cattle disease for millennia, 
causing massive losses to livestock and wildlife on three 
continents. This deadly cattle plague triggered several 
famines and caused the loss of draught animal power in 
agricultural communities in the 18th, 19th and 20th centuries.

With the launching in 1994 of the Global Rinderpest 
Eradication Programme (GREP), FAO spearheaded an 
initiative to consolidate gains in rinderpest control and to 
move towards disease eradication. In close association 
with the World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE) 
and other partners, GREP, a key element within the 
Emergency Prevention System for Transboundary Animal 
and Plant Pests and Diseases (EMPRES), was conceived 
as an international coordination mechanism to promote 
the global eradication of rinderpest and the verification 
of freedom from rinderpest, while providing technical 
guidance to achieve these goals. From the outset, GREP 
was a time-bound programme designed to eliminate the 
virus from circulation in its natural habitat by 2010.

From its inception, the Global Rinderpest Eradication 
Programme aimed to:
•	Develop an understanding of the epidemiology of the 

virus as an adjunct to eradication;
•	Develop appropriate disease surveillance techniques;
•	 Support national laboratory services in surveillance 

activities;
•	 Assist national veterinary services to organize intensive 

and sustained surveillance programmes;
•	Assist national veterinary services to conform to 

relevant OIE guidelines for declaration of freedom from 
disease and infection;
•	 Articulate an effective strategy for prevention or 

response to the re-introduction of the rinderpest virus;
•	Develop effective national/regional emergency plans;
•	 Stockpile high quality vaccines independently tested for 

efficacy and safety, for emergency use;
•	 Safeguard the virus from accidental escape from 

laboratories or vaccine manufacturing facilities; and,
•	Where epidemiologically appropriate, assist with 

coordination of focused vaccination campaigns leading 
to a verifiable elimination of the virus.

Late in the 1980s, the FAO/IAEA (International Atomic 
Energy Agency) Joint Division in Vienna, linked a large 
network of laboratory scientists to FAO’s Animal Health 
Service in Rome, which was responsible for infectious 
diseases (later to become EMPRES). This joint effort led 
to a dramatic improvement in information gathering, 
laboratory proficiency, disease monitoring, vaccination 
efficacy and coverage in national and reference 
laboratories, all of which were essential to rinderpest 

eradication and outbreak management campaigns. 
Indeed, the existence of a robust network of laboratories 
proved to be of essential value to GREP. It provided tools 
and personnel equipped to discuss and analyse data on 
which to base assessments of rinderpest disease status 
nationally, regionally and globally.

Final steps to eradication

Asia: India and Pakistan were recognised as rinderpest 
infection-free in 2004 and 2007, respectively. China 
declared freedom from infection in May 2008. Other 
countries completed the field activities later and received 
accreditation in May 2011. Rinderpest had not been 
reported in central Asia for several decades. However, data 
that would prove the absence of virus activity in the region 
were incomplete. Under an Italian-funded project, technical 
assistance was provided to implement regional activities, 
surveillance methodology and data on the presence or 
absence of the rinderpest virus. All Asian beneficiary 
countries – Afghanistan (2007)*, Tajikistan (2007)* and 
Uzbekistan (2008)*, submitted their dossiers for freedom 
from rinderpest infection to the OIE and all were accepted 
as infection-free countries. In May 2011, Kazakhstan, Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic and Sri Lanka received the 
OIE stamp of approval.

Near East: In the Middle East region, rinderpest cases 
had not been reported for more than 10 years prior to 
the GREP deadline of 2010, and most were accepted 
as infection-free before that year. Turkey (2005)*, Iraq 
(2009)*, Iran (2008)*, Oman (2009)*, Jordan (2008)* and 
Lebanon (2008)* had already been declared infection free. 
Additional support was provided to Yemen, which obtained 
accreditation in 2010. Saudi Arabia and United Arab 
Emirates were accorded accreditation in May 2011.

Other regions: Infection-free status was also granted 
early on to Armenia (2009)*, Belarus (2008)*, Brunei 
(2009)*, and Serbia (2008)*, all of which received support 
from FAO’s regular programme, as well as from a trust 
fund for GREP activities from the Republic of Ireland. 
Accreditation was granted in May 2011 to Azerbaijan and 
Kosovo.

Africa: African Lineage 1 rinderpest virus persisted 
in northern Ethiopia until 1995 and in Sudan until 2001. 
In both countries, subsequent extensive serological 
monitoring of young livestock born after the final 
applications of vaccines in the region and exhaustive 
participatory disease search approaches, offered 
convincing evidence of the absence of virus circulation. 
These countries were the last strongholds of African 
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Lineage I rinderpest virus which has now joined the Asian 
Lineage virus in being consigned to history. The OIE 
Pathway accreditation process also provided evidence that 
both West and Central Africa were free from rinderpest. 
Northern and Southern Africa have been free from 
infection for over a century, with the exception of Egypt, 
which reported its last outbreak in 1987. In May 2011, 
accreditation was granted to Comoros, Liberia, Sao Tome 
and Principe and Sierra Leone.

The Somali Ecosystem in Africa: Strains of African 
Lineage II rinderpest virus were long thought to be 
endemic in the Somali Ecosystem, an area covering 
southern Somalia and the adjoining parts of Ethiopia and 
Kenya, and the status of rinderpest in the Somali pastoral 
ecosystem, where cattle and wildlife populations intermixed 
frequently has been a contentious issue for two decades 
or more. However, the last rinderpest virus isolation 
from a susceptible animal in the field was reported in 
2001(Kenya). A concerted approach led by the AU/IBAR’s 
Somali Ecosystem Rinderpest Eradication Coordination 
Unit (SERECU), working with GREP, provided definitive 
evidence of the absence of rinderpest virus circulation.
The combined clinical, participatory and serological data 
adequately clarified any uncertainties regarding the possible 
persistence of rinderpest in Somalia. Ethiopia was declared 
infection free in 2008, Kenya in 2009 and Somalia in 2010.

GREP Success Story

Target achieved: The last known rinderpest outbreak in the 
world was reported in 2001 (Kenya). Based on the above-

mentioned investigations, by the end of 2010, FAO was 
confident that all rinderpest virus lineages (except for those 
conserved in laboratories) had been proven to be extinct. 
GREP can claim responsibility for assisting the veterinary 
services of countries historically affected by rinderpest in 
taking action to eliminate the infection, halt vaccination, 
and develop evidence of the absence of the rinderpest virus 
and infection. Activities included clinical disease research, 
serological surveillance sampling, contingency planning 
and laboratory support.

Partnership and donor support: FAO GREP was 
able to rely on partnerships with the OIE and regional 
organizations, including the African Union, South Asian 
Association for Regional Cooperation and numerous donor 
agencies such as the European Union, United States 
Agency for International Development, UK Department 
for International Development (DFID), the government 
of the Republic of Ireland and the Italian Development 
Cooperation (Cooperazione Italiana), among others. 
However, the most important partners of GREP were the 
countries themselves. In several situations, FAO’s Technical 
Cooperation Programme project funding was used to 
rapidly control rinderpest outbreaks and to undertake 
activities to promote laboratory diagnostic strengthening, 
emergency preparedness planning, surveillance, and 
capacity building. Few donors possessed this rapid 
response capability and it is an FAO function that was highly 
appreciated by recipient countries. In addition, the GREP 
Secretariat contributed to the standard-setting activities 
of the OIE, such as drafting and revising the OIE Pathway. 
It also played a role in the development of surveillance 
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strategies and other guidelines for confirmation of 
eradication.

Promoting vaccination: The strategy adopted early in the 
global rinderpest eradication effort was that of widespread 
vaccination campaigns for cattle and buffaloes.

Virus characterisation: Following genetic analyses, 
rinderpest virus strains were grouped into three Lineages: 
Lineages I and II are from Africa, while Lineage III is 
composed of virus strains isolated from Asia and the 
Middle East. 

Rinderpest Eradication Campaign Co-ordination: As 
suggested earlier, and confirmed during the FAO Expert 
Consultation meeting held in Rome in 1992, a regional 
coordination of campaigns was identified as the only 
realistic approach to rinderpest control, since isolated 
national actions had led only to sporadic and unsustainable 
or temporary improvements in rinderpest circulation 
status. The GREP incorporated the concept of a coordinated 
Pan African Rinderpest Campaign (PARC) which covered 
34 countries in Africa, where more than 300 million 
animals were vaccinated. The PARC was followed by the 
programme for Pan-African Control of Epizootics (PACE) 
with 30 countries and the Somali Ecosystem Rinderpest 
Coordination Unit grouping Ethiopia, Kenya and Somalia.
Activities included epidemiological support and technical 
assistance to the Pan-African Vaccine Centre (PANVAC) 
based in Ethiopia. The maintenance of good relationships 
between the agencies involved in the different campaigns 
were critical to the success of GREP. Another important 
and complex effort was conducted through the West Asian 
Rinderpest Eradication Campaign (WAREC) which covered 
eleven countries in the Near East Region.

Network in epidemiology and laboratory diagnostics: 
Only through international coordination can transboundary 
animal diseases such as rinderpest be controlled 
and eliminated. Rinderpest was eradicated due to the 
concerted efforts by national authorities; the support 
of reference laboratories for confirmatory diagnosis or 
vaccine development and quality control and investment 
by the international community in the establishment of 
regional approaches and networks of laboratories and 
epidemiological units.

Disease surveillance and participatory disease 
search: Aspects of epidemiology, risk-based surveillance, 
participatory disease search techniques and modeling 
were developed over time and proved essential for the 
detection of rinderpest. These tools helped provide the 
epidemiological understanding of disease maintenance and 
the assurance of the disappearance or eradication of the 
disease.

The “Rinderpest Virus and Vaccine Sequestration” 
workshop was held in FAO Headquarters, 30 November 

2009 to 2 December 2009. More than 50 Chief Veterinary 
Officers (CVOs or representatives) from countries previously 
affected by rinderpest, and where vaccination was critical 
for its control and elimination over the last 25 years, 
attended. In addition to CVOs, also present were laboratory 
researchers, experts on rinderpest, representatives of 
partner institutions, including the OIE, African Union 
(IBAR and PANVAC), WHO, and FAO reference centres, a 
representative from the Biological Weapons Convention 
Implementation Support Unit, a United Kingdom associated 
expert on smallpox eradication/sequestration, and donor 
representatives. At that time, the participants expressed 
their commitment to the goal of rinderpest virus and 
vaccine sequestration, to the need to formulate a post-
eradication strategy to continue monitoring in a rinderpest-
free world and to the necessity of convincing their 
respective governments to increase (or at least maintain) 
budget allocations for safe livestock sector development 
and for the protection of wildlife (in consideration of 
biological diversity).

Surveillance: Starting then, an awareness raising 
campaign was undertaken to highlight the progress of 
GREP and to advocate for continued support through the 
final declaration of freedom from rinderpest by FAO and 
OIE. FAO invested in a regional Africa Technical Cooperation 
Programme (TCP), “Surveillance for accreditation for 
freedom from rinderpest,” with Cameroon, Central African 
Republic, Chad, Djibouti, Kenya, Niger and Nigeria as 
beneficiary countries, to assist with country recognition of 
freedom (all of them declared free in 2010). A national TCP 
provided support to Yemen in its surveillance activities and 
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consequently infection-free status was granted that country 
in 2010. A third TCP was set up to assist Kazakhstan, 
Liberia and Sri Lanka to achieve completion of the required 
activities for recognition of freedom from infection. Other 
countries received funding through the Irish trust fund or 
FAO/EMPRES regular programme budgets. This support 
comprisesd technical assistance for surveillance strategy 
formulation, field surveillance, and provision of diagnostic 
kits for animal samples collected during field surveillance, 
as well as technical assistance for dossier formulation. 
The European Union is funding the project, “Towards 
Global Declaration of Rinderpest Eradication in 2011 and 
Strategies for a Post-Rinderpest World.”

FAO/OIE Joint Committee for rinderpest global 
declaration: This Committee was set up to monitor the 
process of the Global Declaration of the Eradication of 
Rinderpest and produced a comprehensive report of its 
findings to the Directors-General of both FAO and OIE. The 
Committee based its findings on the information provided 
by the GREP Secretariat and documentation submitted 
to the OIE with regard to regional, global and country 
epidemiological and scientific evidence and approaches. 
The FAO/OIE Joint Committee reviewed the findings of 
all possible documents and data related to the claimed, 
previously known and then current rinderpest situations. 
The Terms of Reference of this Committee were developed 
by FAO and OIE and the GREP Secretariat was designated to 
serve as the Secretariat to the Committee.

Biological materials survey: A mechanism has been 
developed to arrive at an international agreement on a list 
of laboratories where viruses and sera could be maintained 

for research purposes and where vaccine master seeds 
and vaccine banks could be established under appropriate 
biosecurity conditions. A post eradication strategy has been 
developed that includes the declaration that all viruses, 
biological samples and vaccines have been destroyed in all 
locations except the agreed upon laboratories. This strategy 
involves the establishment of an FAO/OIE advisory group to 
provide advice on further research, as well as the conditions 
and deadlines for rinderpest biological storage. The OIE’s 
Biological Standards Commission and the FAO/IAEA Joint 
Division will be requested to assist in this endeavour.

Declaration

The Global Declaration of Rinderpest Eradication was 
developed in three phases: (i) a statement in October 2010 
by the Director-General of FAO declaring the end of GREP’s 
field operations in support of country dossier preparation 
for submission to OIE; (ii) the adoption of a resolution by 
the Chief Veterinary Officers at the May 2011 OIE World 
Assembly, after receipt of the dossiers from all countries; 
and (iii) the endorsement of the resolution during the 2011 
FAO Conference (June 2011). 

The core elements of the documents annexed to 
the resolution are: (1) the report of the FAO/OIE Joint 
Committee which confirms the validity of the technical/
scientific evidence that the world is rinderpest free; 
(2) the text for the resolution adopted by the Governing 
Bodies of FAO and OIE, which may include as annexes 
or supporting protocols the following; (2a) guidelines 
for the sequestration of all relevant biological material 
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in recognized laboratories and for the authorization of 
research on this material; (2b) guidelines for addressing 
and managing possible re-emergence of rinderpest; (2c) 
guidelines for epidemiological post-eradication monitoring; 
and (2d) guidelines to establish an instrument (e.g. expert 
group) to supervise post-eradication activities.

The FAO/ OIE Joint Committee for rinderpest global 
declaration has been and will continue to be guided in their 
work by the legal services of both Organizations.

Follow-up Activities

Historical account of rinderpest eradication: A historical 
account of rinderpest eradication is being written by key 
players from Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. It will involve 
recognised experts and key countries where the disease 
occurred in recent decades. It will describe the unfolding 
of events that led to eradication, the tools developed, the 
advances made, the challenges encountered and the final 
success. Also highlighted will be the donor contributions 
towards eradication, the economic impact of the disease 
and lessons learned that may be used for controlling and 
eliminating other transboundary animal diseases.

Formulation of the post rinderpest-declaration 
strategy: A strategy to monitor the rinderpest situation 
after eradication has been drafted and funds identified for 
its implementation. Activities described above, including 
the historical account, contingency plans and biological 
materials survey, have been included in the strategy of the 
post eradication phase. 

Other activities will aim to: i) Increase the capacity 
of institutions to monitor rinderpest through the 
strengthening of laboratory capacity, epidemiological 

surveillance and early warning systems to alert veterinary 
services and track rumours of clinical conditions 
compatible with rinderpest; ii) conduct risk-based 
surveillance in ecosystems with former low incidence; iii) 
establish regional training to create pools of new rinderpest 
experts who can react in the event of any suspected 
cases or outbreak; iv) design and implement a study of 
potential sources of latent rinderpest reservoir species in 
historically-relevant ecosystems, to identify re-emergence 
of the rinderpest virus, or a reversion of virulence of 
attenuated or mild strains, should this occur; v) address 
and resolve issues related to emergency vaccine availability 
and distribution as well as the use and distribution of 
stocks of diagnostic kits; and vi) formulate and implement a 
control/eradication strategy for peste des petits ruminants 
(PPR), using lessons learned from GREP.

Conclusion

Though the effort to eradicate rinderpest encountered 
many obstacles over the years, ultimately, the disease 
has remained undetected in the field since 2001,and the 
rinderpest virus has been eliminated from Europe, Asia, 
Middle East, Arabian Peninsula, and Africa. The global 
eradication of rinderpest is a remarkable achievement 
for veterinary science, evidence of the commitment of 
numerous countries, and a victory for the international 
community.
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