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1. Executive summary 

1.1. Bluetongue: Alternatives to active surveillance based on sentinel animals 
providing the same information were discussed with pros and cons for each. 
A reasonable alternative to be considered is repeated, cross-sectional 
surveys. 

1.2. Avian influenza: Objectives of surveillance should be reviewed and refined. In 
wild birds, passive surveillance is more efficient than active surveillance. 
Surveillance of domestic poultry should be redefined to achieve pre-set 
objectives. Efficiency of surveillance should be addressed.  

1.3. West Nile Virus: passive wild bird surveillance of target species is the 
preferred strategy. Mammal species such as equine could be considered as 
part of the passive collection of data. Poultry and vector surveillance are not 
recommended. Potential high risk areas where no cases were detected so far 
should be determined. 

1.4. Aujeszky's disease: Indicative requirements (sample size and strategies) 
were put forward for proving AD freedom and for qualifying AD free herds. 
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2. Discussion 

2.1. General issues 
The context and the terms of reference of this new Task Force on Animal Disease 
Surveillance (TFADS) as presented to the Meeting of the Standing Committee on the Food 
Chain and Animal Health on 11-12 November 2008 (annex I) were outlined. The underlying 
principle is that surveillance is an essential, potentially complex animal health management 
tool. It was emphasized that this TFADS will primarily focus on assessment and evaluation of 
options for the implementation of disease surveillance systems. 

2.2. Bluetongue surveillance 
2.2.1. Background 

Through the amended Regulation 1266/2007 the protection/restricted zone for bluetongue 
may now consist of two parts: 1) a part with virus circulation (infected zone) and 2) a part 
with no virus circulation but with (preventive) vaccination. Animal movements to and from 
these two parts of the restricted zone are possible under certain rules taking into account the 
concrete risk that each of these movements can pose.  

The new zone for preventive vaccination (lower risk area) may be demarcated by the Member 
States on the basis of a monitoring programme that includes passive clinical surveillance as 
well as active laboratory-based surveillance with sentinel animals. The concept sentinel 
animals has been reviewed and these animals may now be serologically negative or positive 
but (specific) PCR negative so that they can be monthly PCR-tested for the concerning 
specific serotype(s). 

 

 
 

Figure: bluetongue zones 
Problem definition: A surveillance/monitoring sentinel system is considered expensive, time 
consuming, and requires the discipline of the official services and the farmers that own the 
animals. 
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Question: Is there an alternative and robust surveillance/monitoring system for using sentinel 
animals that gives the same level of security that there is indeed not virus circulation in the 
restricted zone with preventive vaccination?  

2.2.2. Outcome of the discussion 

• The objective in this particular situation (BT lower risk areas) is not tracing back or early 
detection of infection but proving freedom of specific virus circulation. Considering the 
fact that a BT lower risk area is a virus free area, with a relatively good protected immune 
population, the purpose of the program is to find at least one case. For this purpose 
different alternatives are suitable. 

• Sentinels in the context of BT are susceptible naïve animals who are under official 
supervision and at a fixed location. A sentinel system should be put in place when there is 
no reliable way to monitor the disease with the use of other animals/testing schemes. 
Regular testing provides a good overview of situation over time. However, an error in the 
onset of selection of animals/holdings could result on a biased, less reliable system.  

• In the opinion of the taskforce, the proof of absence of the disease can be obtained by 
regularly PCR-testing the (vaccinated or non-vaccinated) cattle population. This could 
involve a combination of samples in the slaughterhouse and/or the use of samples from 
other veterinary programs or other sources. 

• This design could be considered as series of consecutive, cross-sectional surveys that will 
provide the full and continuous knowledge of the status the low risk zone. This system is 
more sensitive, cost-effective and gives more information than using only sentinels while 
maintaining specificity. 

• By using repeated cross-sectional samples, it is safer and also more likely to detect 
possible clusters of disease that might be quite near the sentinel farm but will remain 
undetected.  

• Since the samples source from different housing conditions and/or production systems, 
this alternative design provides more representative image for all possible risk factors for 
BT. 

• The animals to be tested must represent specific epidemiological relevant parts including 
geographical aspects of the lower risk zone. As already practised in certain other 
programs, a selection can be made through the I&R system considering animal movement 
patterns to select cattle from the target areas ensuring sufficient residence in territory of 
concern.  

• There was a suggestion to perform trapping and PCR testing of vectors in parallel with the 
animal testing just to be sure. If vector is positive, there will definitely be infected animals 
too. However, the sensitivity of this scheme is low. Vector monitoring is mainly used to 
detect competent vectors circulation (and determination of seasonally free periods), not as 
an early warning system for bluetongue virus circulation.   

• On the frequency of monitoring it should be considered that it concerns a virus free area 
with vaccinated animals and that currently, sentinel animals are tested every month, with a 
sample size designed to detect an estimated 2% seroprevalence a month. There seems to 
be no reason to change this frequency of testing that is based on the biological features of 
BT infection. Therefore, any alternative to sentinels should achieve the same sort of 
continuity as with monthly sentinels.A certain minimum sample size per timeframe must 
be met. Some programs for animal diseases might not be suitable (only annual sampling). 
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The vaccination coverage will have effect on the expected prevalence should the disease 
be there and therefore on the samples sizes. This fact should also be taken into account 

• The selection of the geographical location of the target animals to be sampled (sentinels or 
alternatives previously described) should take into account different situations and risks 
(i.e. distance to the borders of a restricted zone or zone with virus circulation) Poland 
versus Scotland) 

2.3. Avian influenza surveillance 
2.3.1. Background 

Surveillance for avian influenza is currently carried out in Member States (MS) in poultry and 
wild birds. The objectives for AI surveillance are currently laid down in the official guidelines 
adopted in 2007 by Commission Decision 2007/268/EC1. 

The following overall objectives for AI surveillance have been proposed for discussion: 

a) surveillance in poultry for the early detection of the introduction into poultry holdings of 
highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) viruses and of low pathogenic avian influenza 
(LPAI), which are subject to statutory disease control measures.  

b) surveillance in wild birds which shall complement the objective in a) by identifying virus 
presence in wild birds that poses a risk for virus introduction into domestic poultry to enable 
better preparedness. 

Problem definition: Surveillance should be proportionate and sustainable. When early 
detection is the aim of a surveillance programme it should be considered “how early” virus 
introduction into a population (domestic poultry or wild birds) shall be detected. 

Question: provide input for the redefining of the objectives and surveillance systems(s) to be 
in place in poultry and wild birds to achieve the objective(s) 

2.3.2. Outcome of the discussion 
General remarks: 

• If virus introduction is a rare event (e.g. infection of wild birds with HPAI H5N1) then 
highly sensitive and reasonably specific systems can be very expensive.  

• It is therefore recommended to re-visit the objectives.  

Discussion on the design of surveillance in wild birds:  

• MS currently carry out approx 70% of sampling of live healthy birds (active surveillance) 
and 30% of sampling of dead birds (passive surveillance). 

• It must be noted that with a very few exceptions all positive findings for HPAI H5N1 have 
been in dead wild birds, while sampling of live healthy birds has proven to be more 
successful to detect LPAI infections in wild birds. 

• The design of a scheme for wild bird surveillance is difficult as positive findings for HPAI 
in wild birds are a rare event. In particular for HPAI H5N1 virus detection in live healthy 
wild birds the sample size would need to be so large that it becomes unaffordable. 

                                                 
1 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2007:115:0003:0017:EN:PDF 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2007:115:0003:0017:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2007:115:0003:0017:EN:PDF
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• It was further noted that mortality is only observed in certain species (defined in the EU - 
high risk species - and by FAO2) while most likely other species that do not succumb to 
the disease will carry the virus. 

• It was recommended that: 

• Passive surveillance (sampling/testing of dead birds) should be intensified in well 
documented areas where there is a high risk for virus introduction to poultry 
holdings focusing on high risk species. 

• Active surveillance (sampling/ testing of live healthy wild birds) should only be 
carried out in well documented areas where there is a high risk for virus 
introduction via wild birds to poultry with the emphasis on high susceptible avian 
species.  

• The “high risk for virus introduction to poultry” should be determined based on the 
outcome of a risk assessment at EU level taking into account the epidemiological 
situation and the geographical unit of concern of reference (to be further defined) 
which includes the disease situation in neighbouring third countries. 

• Instead of requiring all MS to carry out surveillance in wild birds in the whole MS 
territory it would be more practical and more cost effective to adopt a regional 
approach by concentrating on a few selected sampling sites in certain MS.  

• MS could complement this regional surveillance by a system of sentinel birds placed 
in areas that they define as being at a higher risk for virus introduction to poultry. 
However, this system has currently still its limitations as regards the detection of 
HPAI H5N1. 

Discussion on the design of surveillance in poultry:  

• MS carry out serological testing for H5/H7 AI subtypes in poultry holdings stratified 
throughout their territory, so that samples can be considered as representative for the 
whole MS. The current frequency for the testing of holdings is at least once a year. In case 
of positive findings further testing must be carried out on the farm to determine virus 
presence. 

• The following conclusions were drawn from the discussion:  

• If the objective is early detection of virus introduction sampling once a year is not 
adequate for early detection. 

• Early detection cannot be dealt with random sampling but on a risk based strategy. 

• The risk based surveillance will need to be determined locally, based on the 
following risk factors: 

 low biosecurity standards e.g. in some backyard poultry holdings (to be 
further defined) - in this case the epidemiological unit needs to be 
determined - the village?. 

 free range keeping such as game bird holdings. 

 certain species and production systems keeping poultry with a longer 
life span (e.g. not broilers, but turkeys and ducks and geese). 

                                                 
2 FAO has issued guidelines on wild bird surveillance: ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/010/a0960e/a0960e00.pdf and 
ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/010/a1521e/a1521e.pdf  

ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/010/a0960e/a0960e00.pdf
ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/010/a1521e/a1521e.pdf
ftp://ftp.fao.org/docrep/fao/010/a1521e/a1521e.pdf
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 seasonality 

 areas at specific risk for AI introduction  

 movements and trade patterns including imports 

 co-operation/compliance of the farmer with veterinary control 
programmes 

• Changes in production data (drop in feed/water intake, slight drop in egg production…..) 
that are closely monitored by large commercial farms (although of low specificity) are 
suitable for indicators to trigger laboratory investigations complementing active 
surveillance schemes and eventually leading to the declaration of a suspicion of disease. 

• Sampling for AI should be carried out in the frame of existing programmes e.g. 
Salmonella in order to minimise intervention on the farm which can also represent a risk 
for disease introduction. 

• Testing at slaughter is a rather inexpensive and practical way for surveillance (no farm 
visit), although this is not a suitable method for early detection of virus introduction. 
Thus, this option is not appropriate given the proposed aim of the surveillance. 

• As the intra-flock prevalence for AI can be as high as 60 % it is recommended to reduce 
the number of samples taken per holding to ~ 5 (focus on sick birds) and to increase the 
number of farms sampled. In case of several poultry houses on a farm the sample size 
should be appropriately adapted. 

• A robust surveillance strategy should be designed as a continuous cross-sectional survey 
taking samples for serological testing (and/or samples for virological testing - e.g. to 
detect circulation of HPAI H5N1 in certain poultry species such as ducks which may not  
exhibit clinical signs) from adequate farms. 

• Remaining issues to be addressed are: 

• Sample size and sampling design (commercial holdings to be sampled and  
number of backyard farms to be included in the programme) 

• Specific surveillance in backyard holdings 

• The geographical unit of concern for determining high risk areas 

2.4. West Nile Virus surveillance 
2.4.1. Background 

Community strategy should be developed better to understand the epidemiology of the West 
Nile Virus disease (WNV) in animals (poultry, wild birds and horses) and contribute to the 
management of animal and public health issues related to this disease. 

Problem definition: To explore criteria for possible surveillance activities. The disease can not 
be treated or eradicated and therefore the surveillance data would contribute to better 
understanding of the disease presence in animals and to base any further policy making 

Question: which are the main criteria to be considered for WNV surveillance in order to lay 
down minimum requirements or guidelines for possible surveillance activities?  
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2.4.2. Outcome of the discussion 

Apparent increasing emergence of WNV in some parts of the Community could be explained 
by increased surveillance, obligatory notification of WNV cases in horses, better detection 
methods or might be due to other factors (climate change?). 

The main disease management tools should be disease awareness and vaccination in at risk 
areas. The focus of the strategy on surveillance should be on disease management and not 
research related issues. 

• The surveillance data should contribute to better understanding of the disease presence in 
animals. Intensity and nature of surveillance should be based on already available data and 
experience.  

• Wild bird surveillance. Current European Union (EU) avian influenza (AI) surveillance in 
27 MS in wild birds is focused mainly on aquatic wild birds that are not the main bird 
reservoir for WNV. These birds could only contribute to better understanding of the 
disease and for research purposes.  Therefore, wild bird species to be used for WNV 
surveillance should be revised. Sparrows and other Passeriformes, black birds, , white 
storks, pigeons and other relevant birds/species should be used (important are the bird 
species that amplify the virus). Active wild bird surveillance is very limited and costly, 
therefore only the passive surveillance should be used in defined wild bird species 
(consider spatial analysis and already available data in US and CIRAD). The 
susceptibility (no mortality) of European wild bird species should be considered for the 
design of passive surveillance strategies. 

• Poultry should not be used as sentinel birds for surveillance due to the low susceptibility.  

• Where horses are being vaccinated against this disease and therefore are not suitable for 
surveillance purposes if serology is used.  

• The use of other mammal species should be further explored and defined where horses are 
being vaccinated. 

• Vector surveillance is not important for the disease management due to the wide variety of 
involved vectors. 

Risk areas  

To identify new WNV risk areas using surveillance/monitoring and entomological 
surveillance. For this purpose already identified risk areas should to be taken into account to 
optimize use of resources. AI risk areas may overlap with WNV risk areas.  

Further actions 

WNV surveillance programmes should be drafted and implemented in at risk areas of certain 
Member States. They should contain a list of wild bird species to be used for passive WNV 
surveillance, a map with possible WNV risk areas in Member States and already available 
information on virus presence and spread in the EU Member States. It should contribute to the 
knowledge of WNV risk to public health. 
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2.5. Aujeszky's disease surveillance 
2.5.1. Background 

Commission Decision 2008/185/EC on additional guarantees in intra-Community trade of 
pigs relating to Aujeszky’s disease (AD) and criteria to provide information on this disease3 
lays down the additional guarantees for movements of pigs between Member States. These 
guarantees are linked to the classification of Member States into three classes: (1) Member 
States or regions which are free of AD where vaccination is prohibited, (2) Member States or 
regions where disease control programmes are in place and which are in an advanced stage of 
eradication of AD and (3) all other Member States or regions. 

The purpose of listing a Member State or region as free from AD or as having an approved 
control programme for AD is to grant additional guarantees for the intra-community trade of 
pigs to the concerned Member State in order not to jeopardize the reached level of control and 
eradication in its territory. 

The granting of the free from AD status or approving the programme should be based inter 
alia on the results of surveillance in place. 

Problem definition: Minimum indicative requirements as regards surveillance to be in place 
for granting and maintaining free status (prove absence of infection) and for the programmes 
to be approved should be defined 

Question: Is there amongst the existing surveillance strategies already in place (or other 
combinations) a minimum surveillance that could be recommended?  

2.5.2. Outcome of the discussion 

Following the discussion a proposal for surveillance strategies can be put forward: 

1.- In order to maintain its free status, a Member State or region should comply with at least 
the following requirements as regards surveillance: 

• A targeted serological and clinical investigations of holdings which present a high risk of 
AD virus introduction. 

• Serological surveys directed at the detection of antibodies to the whole AD virus should 
be carried out on a statistically significant number of holdings every year. The minimum 
number of holdings to be tested should allow the detection of infected holdings at a 
prevalence sufficiently low to reinsure the confidence of the free status of the territory, 
with a confidence of 95 %. The threshold of 0,2 % has been used in several countries who 
succeeded in eradicating the disease and can be used. The minimum number of blood 
samples to be taken in a holding must allow for the detection of 20 % seroprevalence with 
95% confidence in breeding animals. However, in the case of holdings that contain no 
breeding pigs, the minimum number of samples to be taken must allow for the detection 
of 10 % seroprevalence with 95% confidence; If full traceability is given, samples can be 
taken at the slaughterhouse; 

• However, alternative serological surveys have proven to be successful in some Member 
States. The applied sampling models are: 

a) if the minimum number of holdings to be tested allows the detection of infected 
holdings at a prevalence of 0,05% with a confidence of 95%, the minimum number of 

                                                 
3 OJ L 59, 4.3.2008, p. 19. 

http://www.oie.int/eng/normes/Mcode/en_chapitre_1.1.1.htm#terme_zone_region
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blood samples to be taken in a holding must allow for the detection of 20% 
seroprevalence with 95% confidence. 

b) the minimum number of holdings to be tested should allow the detection of infected 
holdings at a prevalence of 0,2% with a confidence of 95% and the minimum number 
of blood samples to be taken in a holding must allow for the detection of 20% 
seroprevalence with 95% confidence if the holding is tested every three month. 

2.- The basic criteria as regards surveillance for approving a control programme are: 

• The minimal number of pigs tested in a herd to grant or maintain free status must be 
statistically based on at least a 95% confidence level to detect <10% prevalence in 
breeding animals and <5% prevalence in holdings that contain no breeding pigs. 

• For qualifying a herd as AD-free two negative herd tests 3 to 12 months apart are needed. 
However, if the sampling was designed as such to detect 2 % seroprevalence with 95 % 
confidence one negative herd test might be sufficient. 
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Introduction 
There is a need for further developments and strengthen of animal disease surveillance all 
across the EU and also in the neighbouring countries. 

This is in particular evident as regards the need to improve and adapt bluetongue surveillance, 
the need review of guidelines for AI surveillance, but also surveillance for emerging diseases 
such as RVF or WNV is an issue for the EU. 

The international dimension and characteristics of sound animal disease surveillance systems 
has been highlighted by the OIE and also in the context of the Euro-Mediterranean priorities 
and pre-Accession and Eastern neighbours. 

Better surveillance is one of the expected outcomes of the Animal Health Strategy and it is an 
essential component to Pillar 3 of the new strategy also linked with the planned new Animal 
Disease Information System. 

Surveillance is a complex essential animal disease management tool. 
The purpose of this document is to outline the context and the terms of reference of the of a 
new Task Force on Animal Disease Surveillance (TFADS) 

Challenges 
There are challenges as regards animal disease surveillance that should be addressed such as 

o It is necessary to ensure a comprehensive overview of surveillance in the EU. Several 
surveillance programmes are being implemented in the EU for different animal diseases. 
The picture is rather complex: EU harmonised vs. not harmonised; compulsory vs. 
voluntary; surveillance in free areas vs. monitoring in not-free areas; EU co-financed vs. 
not co-financed; active vs. passive; animals vs. wildlife… 

o The purposes/objectives of surveillance systems are not always sufficiently clear: In 
principle surveillance is a disease management tool that should be integrated in a context 
of pre-defined objectives and priorities in order to limit the negative impact of a disease or 
a group of diseases. 

o There are quite technical issues related to surveillance. Sampling strategies of the 
surveillance systems should be understandable and robust. Surveillance should be adapted 
for each type of disease and territory. The issue of targeted risk based surveillance vs. 
random surveillance schemes deserves especial attention. 

o Sustainability of surveillance. Priorities setting, affordability, sustainability and 
communication remain an issue because surveillance systems tend to be complex and 
difficult to understand. Support and engagement of the veterinary authorities and 
stakeholders in particular farmers and trading partners is essential and should be ensured. 
Proper communication facilitates the necessary understanding and trust. 

o New challenges on surveillance. Surveillance is an issue to be addressed also in the 
context of new animal health concepts such as compartments or the 
regional/national/wider geographical scope; the climate change challenge or the one 
health concept. On emerging diseases, the design surveillance for disease that we do not 
know the causal agent remains a challenge. Also as regards research priorities a 
fundamental question remains: Do we need new diagnostic tools for surveillance 
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A new tool to support animal disease surveillance: creation of a Task Force 
In order to address the above presented challenges the creation of a "Task Force on Animal 
Disease Surveillance (TFADS)" is proposed: 

o Context of the TFADS 

This new TFADS would be an implementing tool of the new Animal Health Strategy and 
fits with the development of the future Animal Disease Information System. The two tools 
should be integrated in the existing structures with the aim to improve the existing 
systems, in particular as regards the setting up of surveillance networks in the Euro-
Mediterranean area and other neighbour zones. 

o The objectives of the TFADS are to support the Member States and the Commission 
services on animal disease surveillance in the context of animal disease management by 
providing expertise and experience. 

o The structure of the TFADS is comprised by 5 members supported as appropriate by the 
corresponding CRL for any specific disease and eventually additional experts from the 
Member States or third countries. Also experts from and other EU agencies such as ECDC 
and international organizations such as OIE could be invited to join TFADS meetings 
when necessary. 

o The mode of operation of the TFADS is based in meetings normally held in Brussels that 
are chaired by the Commission services every three to six months. Points on the agenda of 
the meetings will be technical aspects relating to animal disease surveillance systems. For 
each meeting a final report is to be produced by the chair and will be presented to the 
Member States and delivered to all CVOs. In those reports, a number of conclusions and 
recommendations will be put forward. Meetings can exceptionally take place in Member 
States (or third country) having specific needs in order to better support the local 
veterinary authorities. The Commission may publish on its website a summary report of 
the TFADS activities and any conclusion or working document from the TFADS 
activities. 

o Composition of the TFADS: 

Christine Fourichon (FR) Armando Giovaninni (IT), Mathias Kramer (DE), Dirk Pfeiffer 
(UK), Mo Salman (USA), Antonio Pina Fonseca 

Terms of Reference of the Task Force on Animal Diseases Surveillance  
The TFADS shall, upon request of the Commission services, assist the Commission services 
and the Member States in technical matters relating to animal disease surveillance. Such 
assistance shall include in particular: 

o scientific, technical and managerial assistance as regards surveillance guidelines and 
standards, and for the design of systems and programmes for animal disease surveillance, 

o specific scientific advice on the more suitable surveillance methods and epidemiological 
tools addressing specific needs for particular diseases or territories, 

o specific scientific advice on cost-effectiveness and quality assurance of surveillance 
systems, 

o specific technical advice on setting up surveillance networks. 
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