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Aujeszky's disease

Figure 8: In 2021, 2176 samples from 433 pig herds were analysed for Aujeszky’s disease (AD) within the active surveillance programme. All
samples were negative for antibodies to the AD virus. Photo: Marie Sjölund.

BACKGROUND
Aujeszky’s disease (AD) is caused by a herpes virus that has
the capacity to infect many species, but for which pigs are the
natural hosts. The disease is of importance for pig produc-
tion worldwide, although it has been eradicated from the do-
mestic pig population in many countries. AD is widespread
in European wild boar populations, which may act as reser-
voirs, but their role in transmitting the disease is not well
known. Between 2018 and 2020, several outbreaks of AD in
outdoor-raised domestic pigs in France were linked to con-
tact with wild boar. Other species, including cattle, sheep,
goats, dogs and cats, develop clinical signs, but they are not
considered important for transmission of the disease as they
are typically dead-end hosts. A few cases of human infec-
tion have been reported but AD is not considered a zoonotic
disease.

Sweden has been officially free from AD since 1996
(Commission Decision 96/725/EU with amendments). This
status was achieved following a national, government-
supported control programme that was introduced in 1991
and managed by the Swedish Animal Health Services (now

Farm & Animal Health). Farm & Animal Health is also re-
sponsible for the ongoing active surveillance programme fi-
nanced by the Swedish Board of Agriculture.

DISEASE
The clinical presentation of AD is dependent on the age of
the infected animal, with younger pigs being most severely
affected but becoming more resistant as they age. Infected
newborn or very young piglets develop fever, anorexia and
neurological signs and mortality approaches 100%. Adult
pigs show only mild respiratory signs and inappetence and,
in breeding sows, reproductive failure including return to
oestrus, abortion, stillbirths or weak-born piglets can occur.
Species other than pigs develop neurological signs including
severe itching (“mad itch”) and affected animals typically die
within 1–2 days.
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LEGISLATION
AD is a listed disease (category C, D and E) in the Animal
Health Law, (EU) 2016/429. Sweden is officially free from
the disease in accordance with (EU) 2021/620 and surveil-
lance to demonstrate freedom from AD is implemented in
accordance with (EU) 2020/689. AD is notifiable on clini-
cal suspicion as described in SJVFS 2021/10 (K12).

SURVEILLANCE
The purpose of the surveillance is to document continued
freedom from the disease. The surveillance programme was
designed using a between-herd prevalence of 0.5%, a within-
herd prevalence of 50% and a risk of introduction of 1 in 20
years. Samples are analysed for antibodies against the AD
virus using a blocking ELISA (SVANOVIR® PRV-gB-Ab
ELISA, Svanova, Uppsala, Sweden). Samples that test posi-
tive are analysed with a second ELISA (SVANOVIR® PRV-
gE-AB/PRV-gE-Ak, Svanova, Uppsala, Sweden) for confir-
mation. In cases of clinical suspicion of AD, samples are
analysed for the presence of virus or viral genome. All analy-
ses are performed at the National Veterinary Institute (SVA).

Passive surveillance
Farmers and veterinarians must report clinical suspicions of
AD to the Swedish Board of Agriculture and all suspicions
are followed up with an investigation. Investigations may in-
clude sampling of sick or dead animals, examination of the
herd for the presence of clinical signs and analyses of pro-
duction results.

Active surveillance
In 2021, samples collected in the abattoir sampling compo-
nent of the surveillance for porcine respiratory and repro-
ductive syndrome (PRRS) virus, carried out by Farm & An-
imal Health (see chapter on PRRS for details, page 67), were
also used for the active surveillance of AD. Within this pro-
gramme, pigs from randomly selected production herds are
sampled at slaughter throughout the year at 9 abattoirs which
slaughter approximately 99.5% of Sweden’s pigs. Three
samples per herd are collected on each sampling occasion.
For 2021, the number of samples required for the abattoir
component of the PRRS surveillance programme was cal-
culated to be 2400.

Active surveillance for AD in Swedish wild boar has also
been conducted annually since 2000 (see chapter “Infectious
diseases in wild boar” on page ??), with the exception of
2018 when testing was not undertaken due to a redistribu-
tion of funding.

RESULTS
Passive surveillance
In 2021, one clinical suspicion of AD was investigated. The
investigation was prompted after the herd experienced an in-
crease in piglet and weaned pig mortality, with several af-
fected animals showing neurological signs prior to death.

During the investigation, four piglets were examined by post-
mortem and tissues samples were analysed for the presence
of the virus causing AD using PCR. All samples tested were
negative, and the herd was subsequently declared free from
AD.

Active surveillance
In 2021, 2176 samples from pigs from 433 herds taken on
726 sampling occasions (some herds were sampled more
than once during the year) were analysed for AD within the
active surveillance programme (Table 3). All samples were
negative for antibodies to the AD virus.

Table 3: Number of finisher pigs and herds sampled at the abattoir
in the active surveillance of Aujeszky’s disease each year
2010–2021.

Year Number of pigs sampled Number of herds sampled

2010 4371 866
2011 2308 700
2012 2152 623

2013 1548 488
2014 2028 537
2015 2383 521

2016 2418 506
2017 2625 546
2018 2706 514

2019 2548 507
2020 2407 469
2021 2176 433

DISCUSSION
The purpose of the surveillance is to document freedom
from AD and to contribute to the maintenance of this sit-
uation by detecting an introduction of the disease before it
is widely spread in the swine population. The design of
the active surveillance for AD has changed several times
since Sweden was declared officially free of the disease in
1996. Until 2008, samples collected from sows and boars at
slaughter were used in the surveillance for AD. In 2009, in
addition to samples from slaughtered sows and boars, sam-
ples collected from finisher pigs in the abattoir component
of the PRRS surveillance programme were also analysed.
Since 2011, AD surveillance has been based solely on the
abattoir samples collected for the PRRS surveillance pro-
gramme. Based on the surveillance undertaken in 2021, the
probability of freedom from AD was calculated and found
to be >99%.
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