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BRU research group leaders Dr Ann Meyers (left) Prof Ed Rybicki and Assoc Prof Inga Hitzeroth.  

New AHS vaccine is suitable for worldwide use 
RESEARCHERS at the University of Cape Town’s (UCT) Biopharming Research Unit (BRU) in 
the Department of Molecular and Cell Biology have created a promising new vaccine candidate 
to help prevent the devastating effects of African Horse Sickness (AHS) – and they’re  
producing it in tobacco plants.  

It’s extremely immunogenic, and also produces  
neutralising antibodies when administered to healthy 
horses, said BRU director Professor Ed Rybicki. This 
means that while the vaccine works really well in 
initial tests, it must be tested against an actual  
outbreak of AHS before it can be sold. 
 
The results were published recently in the respected 
Veterinary Research journal.  
 
The need for an effective AHS vaccine is pressing. 
The disease is a devastating one, particularly in  
Africa, with up to 90% of infected horses dying in 
some outbreaks. 
 
The current commercial vaccine is what is known as 
a live-attenuated vaccine, and while it remains effec-
tive, it carries some risks, according to Professor 
Alan Guthrie, director of the Equine Research Centre 
at the University of Pretoria and a former  
collaborator on the BRU project. 
 
Live vaccines, he cautioned, can and occasionally do 
cause outbreaks of their own.  
 
“There are two problems with a live-attenuated virus 

vaccine – reassortment of the genome and  
reversion to virulence,” he explained, adding that 
this can lead to outbreaks, as happened in the 
Western Cape in three different AHS outbreaks  
during the past 15 years, in 2004, 2011 and 2014. 
 
This is why the currently available vaccine is not 
used in other parts of the world, Guthrie said,  
warning that this is a looming threat as a changing 
climate allows the midge that carries the virus to 
spread to new parts of Europe and the United  
Kingdom.  
 
Sue Dennis, PhD candidate and lead author on the 
study, said the BRU’s plant-produced vaccine 
doesn’t carry any of these risks, which makes it 
suitable for use worldwide. 
 
 “We’ve used tobacco plants to produce four  
different virus proteins that automatically assemble 
to form a virus-like particle (VLP). It looks the same 
as the virus, just without any genetic material, so it 
cannot replicate or infect horses with the disease,” 
she said. 
 
This VLP is the vaccine which, when    (to page 2) 
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injected into an animal, prompts the immune  
system to produce antibodies to the virus that will 
fend off the real thing, so protecting the animal 
from disease. 
 
Dennis said that initial results look very promising, 
but that there is more work to be done.  
 
“When we tested the plant-produced vaccine in 
healthy horses, we saw an immune response at 
the same level as the live vaccine,” she revealed. 
 
When first testing vaccines in live animals, the 
most important thing is to show that the animal’s 
health is not affected, and that the immune  
system produces neutralising antibodies – the best 
indication that the vaccine will work against the 
live virus. 
 
On both counts, the BRU study has been a  
success.  
 
“The presence of neutralising antibodies is a 
strong indication that horses will be protected from 
the virus. But to confirm that the vaccine offers 
complete protection, we need what’s called a live 
challenge,” Dennis explained. 
 
In addition, the VLPs produced by Dennis and her 
colleagues represent just one strain of the AHS 
virus (AHSV); they are currently working on  
producing vaccines against the other strains. 
 
This success builds on more than 10 years of work 
at the BRU producing VLPs and other proteins in 
tobacco plants. In particular, years of work on 
bluetongue virus, which is related to the AHS  
virus, has contributed to this breakthrough.  
 
The next step is to test the protective power of the 
vaccine in horses against a challenge with live, 
virulent AHSV (the so-called live challenge) to see 
whether this promising vaccine candidate can 
stand up against the live virus. 
 
If this does as well as the current live-attenuated 
vaccine, BRU researchers believe they will be well 
on their way to a new global AHS vaccine. 
 
This research was funded in part by the Technolo-
gy Innovation Agency, and related intellectual 
property (IP) has been protected through UCT’s 
Department of Research, Contracts and  
Innovation, which receives a rebate from the De-
partment of Science and Technology (DST)  
National IP Management Office (NIPMO) to  
support.–news.uct.ac.za 

WHY WE PUBLISH TIPS! 

READER ‘Koen’ writes: 
 
I’ve written to you about this before and yesterday’s 
is another example. I use Turf Talk’s first four tips in 
the Pick 6, in every leg. It costs me R410 a time for 
10% sometimes I take 15%. I have won six Pick 6’s 
in the last three months for a big profit, yesterday 
was the biggest. I played my R410 and won over 
R18,400. I’ve also started playing your first two  
selections eachway, I find that when the first doesn't 
win, the second often does. I thank you! 
 
- Koen, Germiston. 

Good luck to Molly, and a klap! 

Good luck Molly, enjoy your Turf Talk column (Dave 
Mollett column, Monday 3 Dec) and above all 
please .....at least ONE good TIP per week especially 
with the Cape season coming up. Your tips usually 
run into the money.  PS.  Saturday's racing in  
Gauteng was like the "good old days".  Well done G 
Bets!!! Best regards! 
 
-Vivian Mansour. 
 
Molly, it’s King Edward VII School, not St  
Edwards!  Chris (Gerber) would have given you a 
Klap!  
 
-Johnny Gerber, Johannesburg 

http://www.tabonline.co.za/
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In memory of ‘PK’ 

A wake to celebrate the 
memory of the great 
trainer  and great man 
Peter G. Kannemeyer, 
who passed away on 
Monday at age 85,  will 
be held at the Milner-
ton Golf Club, Bridge 
Rd, Milnerton. 

Date:   
Thursday 13 December 
– 15:30 to 17:30 

Lester Piggott’s 
fighting on! 

 
LESTER Piggott, the leg-
endary former jockey, is 
in hospital undergoing 
routine tests but is said 
to be "in good shape" by 
his daughter Maureen 
Haggas. 

The 83-year-old, who 
won nine Derbys at Ep-
som and about 5,300 
races worldwide, 
was taken to hospital in 
London over the week-
end. He has suffered 
from heart problems in 
the past and is expected 
to be in hospital for a 
few more days being 
monitored. 
 
Haggas, wife of trainer 
William, said: "I've just 
got back from visiting 
Dad in hospital, where 
he's been having some 
routine tests, but he's in 
good shape and was 
downloading the Racing 
Post on his iPad when I 
left. He's in good shape 
considering he's been 
abusing his body since 
he was 16." - RP. 

G-BETS SUMMER CUP MEMORIES: 2019 
EVERYONE’s talking about the 2019 Summer Cup, which drew the 
best crowd in perhaps two decades to Turffontein on Saturday. Below, 
some photos from the event. 
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WE’re always on about getting kids interested in racing, that a love for horses is nurtured early and harder 
to acquire later in life. Here’s more proof: An old clipping of Tara Laing and her showjumping trophies won 
as a teenager in Scotland, her land of birth. According to the article, Tara received her first pony on the 
day she was born. Way to go! Today, she heads Team Tara, a successful training outfit in Port Elizabeth 
and she’s headed for the top. 

Alastair has race-writing down to a T 
 
ALASTAIR Down has been voted Racing Writer of the Year for a 
record fifth time and received his award at the 52nd annual 
Horserace Writers & Photographers Association (HWPA) Derby 
Awards Lunch, held in London ON Monday and supported by 
the Qatar Racing & Equestrian Club (QREC).  
  
Down, now a freelance journalist after many years at the Rac-
ing Post, had already won the Clive Graham Trophy in 1994, 
when with The Sporting Life, 1999, 2012 and 2015. He has 
pulled clear from the late Alan Lee and the 2017 winner Chris 
McGrath, who have been Racing Writer of the Year three times. 
  
Down gained more votes among the HWPA membership than 
the other nominees this year - Donn McClean, McGrath and 
Peter Thomas. 
  
Another record-breaker is Edward Whitaker, the Racing Post's 
main photographer who gained his eighth Photographer of the 
Year title ahead of Francesca Altoft, Alan Crowhurst and Louise 
Pollard.  
  
He was also successful in 1999, 2002, 2003, 2006, 2012, 2014 
and 2016, with Dan Abraham, a four-time Photographer of the 
Year, leading the chasing pack.  - racenewsonline.com 

ALASTAIR Down, racing journo. 

@turftalk1 

http://www.morrisvee.co.za/
http://www.twitter.com/turftalk1
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A legend in his own time 

WHO knows the heights that Bartie Leisher would have 
scaled had he not been injured in a life-threatening fall in 
Hong Kong in 1989. He captured the island’s coveted  
Jockey’s Title in his only full stint, 1987/88, was called “The 
Golden Boy” of HK Racing and had a fan base similar to the 
one claimed today by Joao “Magic” Moreira. Bartie and 
Robbie Sham were briefly interviewed by Andrew Bon at  
Turffontein Saturday—Bart a double version of his old self. 
But he is soon getting married to Robbie’s niece Lynne 
Sham and looks happy as can be, having long accepted his 
fate, without a trace of bitterness. The photo above is from 
the HKJC Hall Of Fame. 

RICHARD Gumede has received a 20-year Long Service 
Award from Gold Circle, presented by Gold Circle Chair 
Phumla Mnganga (left) and CEO Michel Nairac (right). 
Richard is quoted as saying: “Whenever I tell my family 
I’m going to work, they don’t believe me because of how 
happy I am.” Richard works for Gold Circle’s Food & Bever-
age Department at Greyville. 

Richard’s 20 years at Gold Circle 

http://www.klawervlei.co.za/
http://www.tellytrack.com/
http://www.racingassoction.co.za/
http://www.bettingworld.co.za/
http://www.kuda.co.za/
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