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Transboundary Animal Diseases: 
A Global Challenge that Requires Action

The COVID-19 pandemic caused by a new coronavirus 
was a powerful reminder that certain human pathogens 
can generate health crises with global impact. The rapid 
spread of the virus caused millions of deaths, stretched 
health systems to their breaking points and disrupted 
global economies. Although they receive less attention, 
animal pathogens can have a similar or even greater 
impact, in particular those causing Transboundary 
Animal Diseases (TADs). These diseases, mostly affecting 
livestock, spread quickly across borders, posing an 
imminent threat to animal health, economies and food 
security.1,2 They result in the loss of hundreds of millions 
of animals leading to annual industry-wide damage of 
48 to 330 billion USD.3 

TADs are a Truly Global Concern – Now More than Ever
The term Transboundary Animal Diseases was introduced 
in the 1990s,1 yet the scale and complexity of today’s TADs 
situation extend far beyond that original definition. While 
TADs disproportionally affect emerging countries, they 
represent a global threat due to the globalisation of trade and 
commerce, but also due to climate change, regional conflicts 
or demographic change. They often have unusual names 
that may sound distant to most of us, such as African Swine 
Fever (ASF), Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI), Foot-
and-Mouth Disease (FMD) and Lumpy Skin Disease (LSD), but 
they are much closer than we think and spare no livestock 
species and region.4

Animal and Public Health at Risk: 
The Unprecedented Spread of HPAI in Recent Years
Few examples illustrate the global dimension of TADs better 
than HPAI. This disease cannot be considered a regional 
concern limited to certain borders. Today, HPAI is a global 
threat to wildlife and the poultry industry in Africa, Europe, 
the Americas and Asia.5 HPAI outbreaks have resulted in 
the culling of hundreds of millions of birds in recent years, 
constricting the supply of poultry meat and eggs, a crucial 
source of protein for a large part of the world population. The 
increase of HPAI spillover to other species has raised concern 
about its impact on biodiversity due to the death of hundreds 
of thousands of wild birds and marine mammals. Being a 
zoonotic disease, avian influenza can also infect humans. 
There have been very few human cases so far and according 
to health authorities, the risk for humans remains low, but 
further mutation of the virus could lead to a potential new 
pandemic. 

ASF Devastates Pig Populations and the Economy
Similarly, African Swine Fever, once confined to Africa, has 
been spreading across Europe and Asia since its introduction 
into Georgia in 2007.6 This lethal virus, which causes up to 100 
percent mortality in affected pigs, wiped out more than half 
of China’s pig population when it entered the country around 
2018.7 The economic consequences were far-reaching, as 
China is the world’s largest pork producer.8 ASF was recently 
introduced in Spain, the largest pig producer in the European 
Union.9 The virus is now circulating from the Iberian Peninsula 
in Europe to Indonesia in Asia. Not even the Americas are 
completely free as ASF is present on the Caribbean Island of 

Hispaniola since its introduction in 2021.10 The global spread 
of ASF is mainly due to human activities, such as the legal 
and illegal trade of animals and animal products across and 
within borders.11

FMD and LSD Threaten Cattle Health and Livelihoods
Another TAD that has received public attention in recent months 
is foot-and-mouth disease (FMD), a fast-spreading viral disease 
affecting cloven-hoofed animals such as cattle, pigs, sheep and 
goats. It causes fever and painful blisters on the mouth, tongue and 
feet of affected animals, leading to severe weight loss, reduced 
milk production, lameness and mortality in the young. FMD, which 
is endemic in parts of Africa and Asia, resurfaced in Europe in 
2025. Two separate incursions in Germany after 36 years of being 
FMD-free and then Slovakia and Hungary, caused trade bans and 
billions in losses in the agricultural sector. The risk of introduction in 
FMD-free regions remains high as shown by the rapid spread of 
FMD serotypes SAT2 (from 2022) and SAT1 (2023 and 2025). Once 
restricted to Southern Africa, these serotypes have disseminated 
through neighboring regions, underscoring the ongoing risk of FMD 
spread towards Europe.

Similarly, Lumpy Skin Disease has spread across Asia and 
Europe in recent years. LSD affects cattle by causing firm, painful 
skin nodules. These lesions can lead to secondary infections, 
mastitis and reduced milk yield, significantly impacting 
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productivity. In severe cases, LSD can even lead to death. LSD 
has a disproportionate impact on poor rural communities. The 
LSD outbreaks in Pakistan and India during 2021–2022 caused 
a substantial economic burden for smallholder cattle farmers. 
The direct and indirect costs associated with LSD forced rural 
households into debt selling assets, or abandoning farming 
altogether, which exacerbated poverty.14,15 Beyond economic 
losses and animal welfare impacts, TADs also have significant 
social consequences. In Europe, the culling of cattle to limit 
the risk of spread of LSD has resulted in protests from farmers 
seeing their livelihoods at risk.16 

The Need for Robust TADs Preparedness
Paradoxically, control tools and strategies for most 
Transboundary Animal Diseases do exist. Biosecurity, 
movement restrictions and vaccination have allowed the 
elimination of some of these diseases from entire continents. 
While international institutions like the World Organisation for 
Animal Health (WOAH) advocate for stronger preparedness to 
address health security threats, including TADs,17 the response 
to TADs is often limited, delayed or non-existent. The reasons 
for this are complex and diverse. 

First of all, research is essential to improve our response 
to known TADs and emerging animal diseases. It requires 
resources and appropriate long-term funding. As an example, 
since its first description in 1921 in Kenya, ASF research has 
attracted limited funds. This, combined with the complexity 
of the ASF virus, resulted in the lack of safe and efficacious 
vaccines when ASF started spreading globally. For several 
TADs, effective vaccines and diagnostics exist, but for various 
reasons they often don’t come into play. To ensure sustained 
access to high‑quality veterinary products for TAD control in 
the required quantities and timelines, appropriate planning and 

financial incentives are essential. Mechanisms to guarantee or 
accurately predict production volumes would allow the animal 
health industry to invest in manufacturing capacity. Similarly, 
a robust but rapid regulatory process would encourage 
the production and accelerate the access of vaccines and 
diagnostics for TADs where and when they are needed. 
Enhancing public-private partnerships (PPPs), which the WOAH 
actively promotes,18 is essential to improve the development 
and access of these control tools. Strategic stockpiles, also 
known as vaccine and diagnostic banks, are the only solution 
for immediate access to these essential countermeasures in 
case of outbreak. Such banks already exist for several TADs in 
Europe, North America and Australia and they have proven 
essential to respond to recent FMD and LSD outbreaks in Europe 
[19] . This approach could be expanded to other TADs and other 
regions, whether they are endemic or threatened by these 
diseases. Even when vaccines are available, their use can be 
restricted by international regulations as some countries ban 
imports from vaccinating countries. With HPAI for example, 
this happens due to concerns about reliably distinguishing 
vaccinated birds from naturally infected birds. So-called DIVA 
(Differentiating Infected from Vaccinated Animals) vaccines 
and adequate surveillance are crucial to ensuring safe global 
trade with vaccination. Other international agreements such as 
the Nagoya Protocol may result, unintentionally, on the delay or 
even the stoppage of vaccines and diagnostics developments 
for TADs such as FMD.21 The eradication, elimination and control 
of these animal diseases require commitment and coordinated 
efforts across countries, regions and economic sectors. 

The word ‘transboundary,’ underestimates the scale and 
the impact of TADs. It suggests regional or bilateral problems. 
Transboundary Animal Diseases are a global challenge. 
Addressing TADs requires mobilising economic and political 
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resources to enhance preparedness and provide a global 
response. Protecting livestock is not just an agricultural issue, 
it should be a geopolitical priority.
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