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What you need to know about rabies in seals in South Africa

1. Does rabies affect seals?

Reports of rabies in seals prior to 2024 have been exceedingly rare and involved dead-end cases (i.e. not with
spread amongst seals). However, since May 2024, several cases of rabies in Cape fur seals (Arctocephalus
pusillus, also known as brown fur seals) have been found along the coast of the Western Cape and Northern
Cape provinces of South Africa. These seals are found along the western coastline of South Africa, and the
coastlines of Namibia and southern Angola. This was the first report of a rabies outbreak amongst marine
mammals.

Retfrospective laboratory testing and genetic analysis have revealed that rabies has been present in seals since
at least August 2022. A working hypothesis for the source of the outbreak is a spillover of rabies virus from black-
backed jackals (Lupulella mesomelas) likely along the Namibian coast. There's strong evidence of seal-fo-seal
fransmission, making rabies endemic in the Cape fur seal population along the Western and Northern Cape
coastline. Between May 2024 and January 2025, a total of 39 cases have been confirmed from the Western
Cape and another 16 from the Northern Cape province. In June 2025, the first case of seal rabies was confirmed
at the Walvis Bay lagoon in Namibia.

Notably, rabies have not been found in other marine mammal species. To date no human cases of rabies have
been associated with seal fransmitted rabies, despite many reports of exposures.

2. What is the risk of rabies in seals?

Seals can fravel long distances along the coast, with Cape fur seals breeding all along the coast of southern
Africa between southern Angola and Algoa Bay in the Eastern Cape. People can encounter seals when they
are found on beaches and in harbours along this coastline. Often, visiting colonies of seals are also tourist
attractions. Cases of close encounters with seals have also been reported among swimmers, divers and surfers.

3. What to do if you encounter an aggressive seal?

It is recommended to avoid the animal and not to approach it. Keep people and animals away from it as far
as possible, and contact your local state veterinary office so appropriate actions can be taken.

4. What should | do if | was altacked by a seal?

It is recommended that you try to get to a point of safety as soon as possible. All wounds, big or small, should
be washed immediately and thoroughly with soap and flushing with lots of water. Visit your nearest healthcare
facility urgently so that the risk for rabies exposure can be assessed and rabies post-exposure prophylaxis
provided if needed. Rabies post-exposure prophylaxis is effective in preventing rabies virus infection if applied
urgently and appropriately. The wound/wounds should be cleaned again at the health care facility, and you
may also require additional aftention, for example, antibiotfic freatment, tetanus booster vaccination, further
wound management etc. Persons who may be at frequent or continual risk of exposure, such as frequent
swimmers, divers, surfers or persons working with seals, should consult their healthcare provider and assess the
need for rabies pre-exposure prophylaxis. In the case of exposure then a reduced regimen of rabies
vaccination is required and not a full post-exposure regimen.



Some tips on rabies and seals
¢ Remember that seals are wild animals, and best to admire them from a distance
¢ Ensure that all pets taken to the beach have been vaccinated for rabies and that their vaccination
schedule is up to date
e Report seals (or any other animals) behaving suspiciously to your local state veterinary office so that the
appropriate actions can be taken. Do not approach or try to assist sick seals. Do not tamper with dead
seals.

5. Where can | find more information?

For more information on the rabies outbreak in Cape fur seals, see the Rabies in Cape fur seals: outbreak update
from the Department of Agriculture (DoA). The report includes details on the source, spread, and control efforts.

You can also watch the webinar, Seals & Rabies: Practical Advice, for guidance on managing exposure risks
and reporting.

6. Who can | contact for results or queries related to human rabies and exposures?

Laboratory results and queries (for testing of suspected cases of human rabies):
Dr Jacqueline Weyer :

Tel: 011 386 6376

Email: jacquelinew@nicd.ac.za

Dr Naazneen Moolla:
Tel: 011 386 6338
Email: naazneenm@nicd.ac.za or cezd@nicd.ac.za

Clinical queries (Healthcare workers only):
NICD Doctor on Call (24/7):
Tel: 0800 212 552

Outbreak related queries:
NICD Outbreak Team:
Email: outbreak@nicd.ac.za

Media/Press queries:
media@nicd.ac.za



https://www.nicd.ac.za/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/rabies-in-seals_dalrrd-report_oct2024_final.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p71DlYVXBUs
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