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ABSTRACT

A 1S-year record of horse sera f rom the Khomas region, tested
by the Dour ine/Complement  F ixat ion Test  at  the Centra l
Veter inary Laboratory in  Windhoek,  before c lear ing the
respective animals for participation in competit ive sports and
export, was subjected to statistical analysis. The range of
percentage positive, taken as the apparent prevalence of
Dourine for the region, during the period of study, was 0-
29.09% and the average regional level apparent prevalence

was 8.33%. These figures were thought to be lower than the
real  s i tuat ion,  due to some bias in  the sampl ing cr i ter ia .
Positive sera for Dourine were also reoorted from all other
regions of the country. For a more effective control of the
disease,  i t  was recommended that  the epidemiology of
Dour ine in  Khomas and other  commercia l  farming regions
be investigated and regional serological-surveys be enforced
al l  over  Namibia.

INTRODUCTION

Dourine is an insidious venereal infection of equine species
caused by the protozoon parasite Trypanosoma equiperdum
(Radostits et al., 1994). The disease is clinically characterized
by inflammation of external genitalia, cutaneous lesions and
nervous involvement. Natural transmission of the infection is
almost entirely by coitus. The source of infection may be an
infected male animal or a healthy male acting as a physical

carr ier  af ter  serv ing an in fected mare.  Dour ine was f i rs t
c l in ica l ly  d iagnosed in Namibia in  1914 and i t  is  bel ieved to
have been introduced into the country by German settlers.
Outbreaks of the disease are notif iable by law in Namibia,
but compulsory testing of susceptible animals followed by
slaughter and extermination of positive cases (Derbyshire
and Nielsen, 1997) is not enforced. No serological-survey of
equine populat ions has been undertaken for  Dour ine in
Namibia and so the magnitude and pattern of spread of the
infect ion remains unclear .  The equine populat ion of  the
country, consisting principally of 57 000 horses and 166 000
donkeys (Directorate of  Veter inary Serv ices,  1997) and
contributing in various ways to the socio-economic well-being
of  many indiv iduals in  terms of  t ransport ,  animal  power,

entertainment, beef cattle husbandry and as an important
export commodity to the Southern African market, therefore,
remains at risk. The findings of a retrospective study, based
on results of Dourine tests carried out during a 1S-year period

in the Central Veterinary Laboratory (CVL), Windhoek, are
represented here. lt is also attempted to shed light on the
prevalence and risks of Dourine amongst horses mainly in
the Khomas region and to speculate on the overall situation
in  Namib ia .
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MATERIALSAND METHODS

The CVL handles all serological diagnostic tests for Dourine
in Namibia. The Complement Fixation Test (CFT), also known
as Dourine test, is the test of choice at the CVL. All racehorses
and those destined for export must be certif ied free of Dourine
by the CVL. The animal owner meets the cost of Dourine
tests performed at the CVL and undertakes to eliminate those
animals of which sera test positive for the presence of anti-
trypanomal antibodies. This explains why it is mainly the richer
commercial farmers, who breed horses for sport and export,
who send sera for testing at the CVL. In this study, records of
dourine/CFT on equine sera received from the Khomas region
between 1985 and 1999,  were examined.  The number of
animals, of which sera were tested, represented the sample
size for the region. The equine population figures for the region,
which appear to have changed litt le during the last 15 years,
are 4 500 horses and 1 900 donkeys (Directorate of Veterinary
Serv i ces ,  1997 ) .  The  samp le  s i ze  requ i red  to  es t ima te
Dourine orevalence in horses at 99% level of confidence with
an error of estimation ol <10ok, was calculated for the Khomas
Region. The apparent prevalence of Dourine in the region
was calculated as the percentage of positive cases for all
sera tested. This could not be calculated for other regions in
the country, because the number of sera received from the
regions was too small for statistical analysis.

RESULTS

The study showed that only horse sera are sent for Dourine
tests at the CVL, in Namibia. Except for the Omaheke Region,
where few communal farmers were known to send eouine
sera for testing, the bulk of sera received at the CVL came
f rom commerc ia l  f a rms .  The  samp le  s i ze ,  r equ i red  to
est imate Dour ine orevalence in horses at  99% level  of
confidence with an error of estimation <107o, was found to be
51 animals for  the Khomas region.  The calculated year ly
prevalence of Dourine in the region between 1985 and 1999
is represented in Table 1. Accordingly, the overall average
apparent  prevalence of  Dour ine amongst  horses in  the
Khomas Region, was calculated as 8.33%. lt is obvious that
the incidence of Dourine has tended to fluctuate from year to
year in the Khomas region. Although not discussed here, the
few observations of other regions, made by this study, pointed
to a similar trend.

DISCUSSION

The study showed that Dourine was widespread amongst
horse populations all over Namibia. In the Khomas Region,
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Year Horses

treated

Horses

positive

Percentage

positive

1 985 63 1 1 . 5 9

1 986 368 96 29.09

1987 380 42 11  .05

1 988 328 1 7 5 . 1 8

1 989 263 1 0 3.8

1 990 271 1 1 4.06

1  991 1 9 8 o 3.03

1992 1 8 1 1 9 1 0 . 5

1 993 1 9 3 1 1 5 .7

1 994 143 1 2 8.39

1 995 76 7 9 .21

1 996 148 0 0

1 997 204 1 7 8.33

1 998 107 4 3.74

1 999 175 2.86

Total l 3098 l 2s8 l 8.38 :

Table 1. Apparent prevalence of Dourine in the Khomas Region

the only region for which available data was statistically
analyzable, the overall apparent prevalence of the disease
was determined to be 8.337". This level of prevalence is
probably lower than the real situation, due to a certain level of
b ias in  the k ind of  sampl ing cr i ter ia  on which th is  s tudy
depended .  No t  on l y  we re  se ra  submi t t ed  f o r  t es t i ng
predominantly from the commercial farms, but even at farm
leve l ,  i t  wou ld  seem tha t  ma in l y  ho rses  des t i ned  fo r
competitive sports or export, were routinely tested for Dourine
as demanded by the regulations. lt is obvious that such
animals would be expected to be physically fit and in a good

state of health. Older and other weaker animals, much more
likely to harbour infectious agents l ike T. equiperdum, were
probably not subjected to the same rigorous checking. African
strains of this parasite have been shown to more often give

rise to the in-apparent and chronic forms of Dourine (Radostits

et al., 1994). In neighbouring Botswana, the overall national
level  of  Dour ine orevalence was found to be 9.0% and
between 0-207" in some individual districts (Masupu and
Majok, 1998).

It is diff icult to convincingly explain why Dourine remains
endemic and at an elevated level amongst horses in the
Khomas and other commercial regions of Namibia since
mat ing is  s t r ic t ly  contro l led amongst  animals ra ised on

commercial farms. lt might be impoftant to reinvestigate the
epidemiology of  the d isease under the pecul iar  farming
c i r cums tances  i n  t hese  reg ions .  More  accu ra te
epidemiological information would probably serve as a good
bas i s  f o r  r ev i s i t i ng  es tab l i shed  con t ro l  p ro toco l s  and
sensitizing farmers to its importance. Serological-surveys by
regions are also recommended for the rest of Namibia in
order to arrive at a reliable nationwide prevalence of Dourine.
Results obtained with the dourine/CFT, as used in the CVL,
are likely to be accurate for most of Namibia since no other
trypanosomal species are expected to occur and cause
antigen/antibody cross-reactivity. For the extreme north
eastern regions, where trypanosomiasis is known to occur, it
might be necessary to adopt more specific serological-testing
approaches (Will iamson et al., 1988; Wassall et al., 1991;
Bishop et al., 1995).
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