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Abstract The eradication of rinderpest virus was less cele-
brated than the eradication of smallpox virus. However, this
is only the second campaign to eradicate a virus worldwide
which is successful. This gives the opportunity to recall how
important rinderpest had been these past centuries for farm-
ers and for public health.
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Résumé L’éradication du virus de la peste bovine en 2011 a
été célébrée plus discrètement que celle du virus de la var-
iole, mais il s’agit bien du deuxième programme mondial
d’éradication d’un virus qui aboutit. Ceci est l’occasion de
rappeler l’importance que la peste bovine a pu avoir durant
les siècles passés pour l’élevage et pour la santé publique.
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Smallpox eradication was completed more than 40 years ago
now. Since then WHO claimed that different other diseases
eradications will follow, like malaria or poliomyelitis. How-
ever, at the end of 2013, we have to admit that the times when
these results will be obtained are still ahead of us. The specific
case of poliomyelitis should go through a detailed analysis of
what happened, as, still recently, the goal was looking so close
when today it seems to vanish again.

However a second disease had actually be eradicated
recently, even if this was not so much advertised except
within animal health services around the world. The
announcement of the complete eradication of rinderpest
was done in 2011, together by FAO (Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations, Rome) and OIE (World
Organisation for Animal Health, Paris). On 28 June 2011,
during the official celebration of the eradication of the dis-

ease, Peter Doherty, Nobel Prize for medicine in 1996,
recalled the importance of such an event, much farther than
just an animal health topic. It is, indeed, a disease of domes-
tic cattle, but its history is far from being negligible for
humankind [6].

Rinderpest is everything but unknown. It is caused by a
virus belonging to the Paramyxoviridae family and from the
genusMorbillivirus, very close from the virus responsible of
human measles. Today, virologists admit that measles virus
is the adaptation to human beings of the rinderpest virus
through cattle domestication process. As the wild ox (Bos
primigenius), ancestor of all domestic livestock, with or
without hump, was brought to extinction during the XVIIth

century, it may not be reachable to confirm this hypothesis. It
is also possible to notice that no otherMorbillivirus is known
in wild primates, even if apes in captivity are susceptible to
the virus and to the disease. From an evolutionary and adap-
tive point of view, it should be mentioned that cattle rinder-
pest virus, as the human measles virus, is surviving to the
extinction of the wild ox and to the eradication of its virus.

Of all cattle diseases, rinderpest was the most feared by
farmers. The mortality could be very high in a herd, in a
region, in a country. If today the disease is mostly forgotten
in Europe, rinderpest had an influence on the organisation of
agricultural landscapes during the past centuries. Epizootic
waves used to arrive quite regularly from Central Europe
steppes moving to the West of the continent [8]. The last out-
break, which happened at the beginning of the XXth century,
is at the origin of the foundation of the OIE in Paris in 1924.

The virus reservoir was probably in Asian cattle. America
staid free of the disease but at the end of the XIXth century an
Italian army introduced the virus in Africa along the shores
of Abyssinia. Infected Indian cattle landed in Massawa har-
bour, which is today in Eritrea, probably in 1887. The con-
sequences have been catastrophic. Within a few years, the
whole continent was concerned. Besides domestic cattle
herds, wildlife, i.e. mainly wild ruminants and wild suidae,
all completely naive in face of this virus, were all wiped out.
Consequences for human beings were also very heavy when
all they had was their livestock.
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Campaigns against rinderpest, as soon as a vaccine has
been available, i.e. in the middle of the XXth century, were
a great success story of the veterinary profession and of the
veterinary services. During all the 1990s and during the first
years of the XXIst century, the programme called PACE (Pan
African Programme for the Control of Rinderpest and Epi-
zootics) was able to look for the last outbreaks, the last
endemic areas and to monitor and control the absence of
virus in wildlife reservoir [1]. Hundreds of antelopes and
of buffaloes were screened during all these years over the
continent. The launching of a thermostable vaccine was a
real technological progress [5]. Before that time it was diffi-
cult to guarantee a true chain of cold from the laboratory to
the grazing pastures of nomadic herds.

In Asia the last outbreaks were also recorded at the very
beginning of the XXIst century and were detected in Mon-
golia, Russia and Pakistan. A few papers and reviews were
published in famous international scientific periodics before
the official notification of rinderpest eradication [4,7]. In
some reports it was written that vaccinating cattle herds
against rinderpest proved to be easier, even during war
time in some parts of the world, than vaccinating children
against childhood diseases [7]. This is certainly difficult to
interpret properly but, for instance, poliomyelitis eradication
was announced a few times already when today reality is still
different. It is also possible to add that vaccination cam-
paigns against rinderpest did not face such troubles as
those leading to the murder of health workers in charge of
vaccinating children in some unrest parts of the world.

Two years after rinderpest eradication, the same periodics
mention that the virus is still the subject of research in some
laboratories [2]. This has to be done under very specific bio-
security constraints. One of the topics is linked to try to pro-
vide a vaccine against peste-des-petits-ruminants virus
which could also be able to protect against rinderpest.
These two viruses are very close one from each other but
the former is much milder. Such a vaccine could justify to

keep in laboratories only peste-des-petits-ruminants virus
and to stop manipulating the other one.

In terms of management, it can be mentioned that fighting
against rinderpest helped starting to organise what will
become the official services in charge of animal health
within European countries [8] even if the coming of the vet-
erinary services in the early XXth century is rather linked to
the campaigns against foot-and-mouth disease, another viral
disease with a very high transmissibility but a much lower
mortality than rinderpest [3].

Any comparison between diseases, between times,
between countries has to be performed with great care. How-
ever rinderpest eradication represents a story, a process and a
result of its own, really interesting. Besides its medical and
technological aspects, rinderpest is also of interest for histor-
ians and sociologists.
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