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African Swine fever (ASF) continues to spread further and threatening the global
swine industry. Its high mortality rate in domestic pigs and imposed trade
restrictions after an outbreak can cause tremendous sanitary, social, and
economic impacts in a country (1). Since early 2020, 10 new countries reported
occurrences for the first time, and in 2022 alone 3 new countries and 4 new zones
reported occurrences for the first time (2). The virus is now present in four
continents: Americas, Europe, Africa and Asia (2), with more than 77% of the
world’s swine population being hold in an infected area (3). Although wild boars
play a role in the spread of ASF, especially in high population density regions like
in Europe and Asia where they can act as reservoirs and vehicle (4), ASF remains a
human driven disease.

ASF in Europe

ASF has further spread in Europe, both in domestic and wild pigs, with the latest
occurrence happening in Greece at beginning of this year, after reporting the last
case in 2020 (5). ASF has been reshaping the European pig sector, by causing a
decrease in the number of small sized pig holdings (6) which tend to be at a higher
risk of ASF incursion (7). In the European Union, special control measures for ASF
are in place, to complement the rules for prevention and control of listed
diseases, with the establishment of Zones, categorized by the ASF
epidemiological situation, being particularly relevant (8). ASF is still circulating in
wild boars across eastern Europe with recent recurrences in Ukraine, Russia,
Moldova and Latvia (2).

In Germany, the first case was detected in infected wild boars in September 2020
and in July 2021, the virus was first discovered in domestic pigs. Since then, the
virus further spread, affecting several federal states (9). Although exports from
Germany continued from non-affected regions after the outbreaks, due to the EU
introduced regionalization principle, the virus has had a great impact in the
country, due to heavy disruption of extra-EU trade, which lead to an oversupply of
pork meat and consequently a significant price drop (10) that triggered the
rationalization of German pig production (11). While there are still ASF cases in wild
boars, the outbreaks in German domestic pig farms have been controlled and the
official restrictive measures lifted (9).

In Italy, infected wild boar carcasses were found in the regions of Piedmont and
Liguria, in January 2022. In May of the same year, an infected wild boar was found
in Rome and in June, also in Rome, the disease was found in a semi-extensive pig
farm. As of the writing of this, 279 cases have been confirmed in wild boars and 4
outbreaks have occurred in pig farms (12). To contain the ASF crisis, the Italian
Ministry of Agriculture, Food Sovereignty and Forestry announced a 50 million
euros aid package directed at the swine industry, with 15 million to be invested in
biosecurity improvements and 35 million in farmers’ compensation (13).



ASF reaches the Americas

In April 2021, the first cases of ASF in the western hemisphere, over the last 40
years, appeared in backyard domestic pigs in the Dominican Republic. However, it
is currently unknown how the virus entered the country (14). Pig shipments were
restricted, and the military mobilized to contain the spread, which resulted in the
culling of around 73,000 pigs out of a pig population estimated at 1.8 million
(15,16). Despite the effort, the Dominican Republic reported 20 new cases in
August 2022 (17). ASF was also detected in Haiti, in August 2021 (18). The situation
in Haiti is unknown but it must be assumed that the virus is still circulating. The
Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) of the United States
Department of Agriculture is assisting both countries with the outbreak control
efforts and accelerating emergency preparedness efforts in the US (19).

To prevent the entrance of ASF in the mainland, the movement of all live swine,
swine germplasm, swine products, and swine byproduct from Puerto Rico and the
U.S. Virgin Islands have suspended, via federal order (20). Also, an OIE-recognized
foreign animal disease protection zone was established around these zones, this
will allow the US to maintain and trade under an ASF free status, even if the
disease is found within the protection zone (21). The Canadian government also
reacted to these developments by allocating 45.3 million Canadian dollars to
support ASF preparedness efforts, 23.4 million to be investments in the pork
industry and 19.8 million for the Canadian Food Inspection Agency’s (CFIA) (22).

ASF in Asia

Since its introduction to the region in August 2018, ASF spread to 17 Asian
countries, including China, East and Southeast Asia and several island in the
pacific region. The latest introduction happened in Thailand (2022), Nepal (2022)
and South Korea (2023) (23). The biggest challenges to ASF control in the Asian
continent are connected to the significant proportion of small holdings in the
region with low biosecurity conditions and the common practice of swill feeding
(24). The virus will likely continue to spread across the continent, restructuring the
pig sector, by selecting the bigger operators who can invest in strict biosecurity
measures.



Control efforts

A recently conducted survey among pig and wild boar specialists highlighted that
the main risk for the entry and spread of ASF across European countries is
associated with wild boars, and the introduction of contaminated products for
human consumption. The legal movement of pigs, pork products and fomites was
considered less importance in the risk pathway, due to the high alert state in
Europe (25). This stress once more the importance of ASF surveillance programs
and close collaboration across neighboring countries.

Over the last years, Europe has been making efforts to increase stakeholder
awareness and to control of the ASF spread, be it through the Standing Group of
Experts on African swine fever in Europe , under the GF-TADs umbrella (26) or
EFSA, which launched its third campaign to stop African Swine Fever in July 2022,
aiming to raise awareness among farmers, veterinarians and hunters about the
prevention and spread of the disease (27). In the Americas, actions are being
promoted by the “Crisis Committee ASF LatAm”, which composes of
representatives from 18 Latin American countries and the United States (28) or by
individual countries that taking extreme precautions to prevent the entry of this
disease into their territories.

Several attempts at creating a vaccine, based on different strategies have been
made. So far, an attenuated vaccine where the 1177L gene was deleted has been
showing the most promising results, by successfully providing protection against
ASF genotype 11 (29,30). However, there are technological challenges connected
to production of vaccines based on this strategy on a commercial scale (31). In
June 2022, the Vietnamese ministry of Agriculture announced the first
commercial vaccine against ASF, developed by the state-owned company owned
Navetco (32). The plan of vaccinating 600,000 animals was already suspended in
August due to the report of “Dozens of deaths” in a sample of 600 vaccinated
animals (33). However, starting in February of this year, a new vaccine produced
by the company AVAC Vietnam is expected to be distributed nationwide, after
reporting that in a pilot injection study of around 600,000 pigs, 93% of the
collected samples met the defined technical requirements (34).

While the world awaits a commercially available reliable vaccine for ASF, which
would undoubtedly support all the above-mentioned control efforts (25), recent
events reiterate the disease status as a global threat, highlighting the importance
raising awareness among stakeholders to invest in biosecurity and early
response/report systems well adapted to local epidemiological contexts (2).
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