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Question 

I farm in a heartwater area. Some of my animals get 

heartwater every year, but we save about all of them. Now I 

want to buy more cattle. Please help. 

Answer 

Question:  
I farm in the Northwest - near Zeerust - in a heartwater 

area. Some of my animals get heartwater every year, but we 

save almost all by detecting it early and injecting 

Terramycin. There are now cattle - mostly bulls - available in 

the Sannieshof area that I would like to get. According to the 

owner, they also have plenty ticks, but it doesn't look like 

heartwater. I'm just a layman in the area - my question is what 

can I do to avoid trouble with these "non-heartwater resistant" 

animals? Or is it maybe best NOT to buy them? Someone 

tried to explain something to me that you could block the 

animals (or something like that) - he made it sound very 
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easy. Someone else told me it's a complicated process and you 

need to have heartwater blood that you "graft (inoculate)", 

etc. That's seems very difficult and maybe not worth the 

effort. I hope you can help a layman. - Louise 

(11mm@webmail.co.za) 

Answer:  
Heartwater is a disease transmitted by the invested tick 

(Amblyomma hebraeum). The tick occurs only in areas where 

there are no harsh winters and in forested areas, especially in 

mountains. In other words, in our typical Bushveld. The 

invested tick is also a three-host tick, where the larvae and 

nymphs occur on a variety of large and small mammals, birds 

and tortoises. So there is always a large population of ticks 

waiting to climb on cattle, regardless of the dip program. 

Young calves have a natural resistance to heartwater for the 

first 4 weeks of their lives and maybe as long as 8 

months. However, there are exceptions where calves may 

become ill and even die. The course of the disease in cattle is 

as follows: The period since the animal is bitten by an 

infected tick until the animal develops a fever of 40°C or 

higher is 9 to 29 days with an average period of 18 days. 

Pregnant cows of Bos taurus are very susceptible as well as 

young cattle of all breeds between the ages of 6 to 18 

months. Animals die suddenly without any signs, or with 

convulsions and difficult breathing. 

Acute heartwater affects especially animals between 3 and 18 

months. Animal fever is 40°C or higher and usually lasts for 

3-6 days. Just before the animal dies, the fever falls. A slimy 

diarrhea can occur that may even be bloody. A little spit 

(saliva) appears at the mouth. After a few days, animals can 



develop nerve symptoms, blink eyes, the gait is typical with 

lofted (high) feet, chewing movements and animals may push 

objects. Animals can lie flat on the side and move their feet 

(like cycling on a bicycle) with their eyes wide open. Animals 

usually die. 

A subacute form may also occur. Animal have a high fever for 

up to 10 days and similar signs as described above may occur 

but not as pronounced. Animals can suddenly die or even 

gradually recover. 

The best age to inoculate cattle is at the age of 1 month, 

because then animals show virtually no clinical signs, but do 

develop immunity. 

The cattle lose their resistance to the disease if they are not re-

infested for long periods of time, and therefore some of the 

cattle can become ill every year. The heartwater blood or 

vaccine we are talking about is not a true vaccine as we 

understand under a vaccine, but fresh cattle blood drawn from 

a sick cow infected with the disease. So if we vaccinate the 

cattle by injecting the blood intravenously, we make the cattle 

sick on a known day and date so that we can know exactly 

when he is going to get sick and then we can treat it in time 

without him dying. The disease progresses as follows: The 

organisms multiply every 4 days. The first time on day 4 they 

are too few to make the cattle sick, and so too on day 8. On 

day 12, the cattle are then sick, develop a very high fever for 

two days after which the cow's temperature drops below 

normal and then the animal dies. It is therefore very important 

to treat the cattle on the first day of having a fever, otherwise 

one will have a very high risk of death. 



When cattle are moved to a heartwater area, it is advisable to 

first vaccinate them before moving them. It is also safer to 

move them only after 24 days of vaccination. 

When they arrive on the new farm, it is 

still possible that they may become ill 

regardless of their vaccination, because 

a heartwater strain may occur on the 

farm that is not covered by the vaccine. 

 

In practice we have three choices:  

 

1. Inoculate the cattle with the blood, take his fever every day 

and when the fever starts rising, inject it with sufficient 

tetracycline (eg Reverin 100 (Reg. No. G2871) or Reverin LA 

(Reg. No. G3442), Intervet). Carefully read the instructions to 

apply the correct dose. The advantage of this method is that 

since the animal has developed a fever, either on day 12, day 

16, or day 20 then one knows the animal is now salted 

(resistant) (immune).  
 

2. Inoculate the cattle and inject him on day 14 for Bos 

taurus cattle and their crosses and on day 16 for Bos indicus-

breeds and their crosses with a tetracycline. The advantage of 

the technique is that it is much less work and more practical, 

especially when working with large numbers of animals. But 

the downside is that one cannot be 100% sure that all the 



animals have developed a fever and have been salted (made 

resistant) (made immune), and they can get sick later. Look 

thoroughly and see if there are animals that respond and show 

clinical signs. 

 

3. If it is impractical to give the animals intravenous blood, 

there is an alternative method. (RE Purnell published in 1987 

an article in the Onderstepoort Journal for Veterinary 

Research (Vol 54 (3): 509-512) on how to treat cattle 

preventively against heartwater.): Inject cattle with a long-

acting tetracycline (e.g. Reverin LA Reg. No. G34, Intervet) 

at a dose of 10-20 mg / kg body weight on days 7 and 14 and 

21, or only on days 7 and 14. The success of this procedure 

depends on whether animals during this time, come in contact 

naturally with the heartwater parasite. This means that cattle 

during this time of tetracycline protection should be bitten by 

heart-infected invested ticks. If not enough of these ticks are 

present, this method will not have the desired effect. The 

advantage of this technique is that it can be done by unskilled 

labour. And if the cattle are walking (grazing) in a foreign 

area, e.g. Mozambique, where there are heartwater strains that 

are not covered by the vaccine, you do not lose animals. The 

disadvantage is that it works out much more expensive than 

any of the other techniques. 
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