
NOVEMBER 6, 2016  |    |  45

Outreach
Development of Indonesia’s Outlying Areas

CONTROLLING ZOONOTICS
WHILE rich and poor countries grapple with the new medical threat known as Zika, Indonesia 

for decades has had to deal with other kinds of zoonotic diseases, like rabies and anthrax. Since the 
late 1990s, rabies has killed more than 200 people in East Nusa Tenggara province. This year alone, 
rabies claimed 12 lives on Bali island. Meanwhile, across vast areas of Sumatra, Java and Sulawesi, 
anthrax can still pose a big problem for the people. Not long ago, the UN Food and Agriculture Orga-
nization, with the help of the local Catholic church, established a project in Flores and Lembata in 
East Nusa Tenggara, with the aim of eradicating rabies. In nearby Gorontalo Regency, local animal 
husbandry o�  ce in Gorontalo regency try to control the spread of anthrax. Tempo English reports.P
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IN the small town of Ruteng in 
Manggarai regency, Flores, East 
Nusa Tenggara (NTT), there is an 
imposing cathedral, with its Eu-
ropean architecture. It is the big-

gest place of worship among in the area. 
Every Sunday morning, people of 

Ruteng go to that cathedral for mass. Fa-
ther Lian Angkur, the priest at the cathe-
dral, delivers a sermon and often, he in-
cludes a message on health and hygiene 
to ensure that his congregation is aware 
of the danger of rabies.

“Rabies a problem in Flores because 
there are so many dogs here and they 
live close to their owners,” said 29-year-
old Father Lian. 

In addition to the messages during 
Sunday services, Lian says the cathe-
dral provides lea� ets or information 
posted on the board about rabies and 
health in general. He believes that com-

IMMUNIZING DOGS, 
SAVING LIVES
Rabies have existed in the islands of Flores and Lembata 
since the early 2000s. The church is assisting the Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO) and local governments to make 
people more aware of this problem.  

munication through the church is the 
most effective way to convey such com-
munal messages. 

“There are more than 13,000 mem-
bers of the congregation in this town 
and most of them regularly attend 
church services,” he told Tempo Eng-
lish over a telephone conversation, two 
weeks ago. 

Father Lian also reminds churchgo-
ers on dates of vaccination so that they 
can make sure their dogs will be home 
during vaccination day. Dogs in Flores 
are usually untied or kept inside the 
house, so they roam freely in the neigh-
borhood.

Father Lian, along with the churches 
in Flores, are cooperating with the FAO 
and the local government to control ra-
bies in all of NTT. Last year, he received 
training on how to communicate and in-
form the about rabies and other zoonot-

ic diseases, which can spread from ani-
mals to humans. 

Father Lian said that they could do 
more to increase awareness of the dis-
ease, especially in the smaller villages. 
“I got a report about one man who died a 
month ago because of rabies at Timung 
village, not far from here. They were go-
ing to give him medicine, but he refused 
saying it was not dangerous,” he ex-
plained. In fact, their biggest challenge 
in controlling the disease is that kind of 
mindset. He promised that the church P
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Rabies vaccination for a puppy.

Administering rabies vaccination to a 

stray dog in Flores.
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will disseminate more information on 
health and hygience and ask the congre-
gation to help out. “We encourage them 
to keep their environment and their 
pets clean, and most importantly, to vac-
cinate their dogs,” he added.

■ ■ ■

THE FAO initiated the rabies control 
program in Flores and Lembata on Au-
gust 2013. Denni Rajagukguk, the FAO 
project coordinator, said they start with 
mass vaccination of dogs in both islands 
because rabies had become epidemic. 
“Back then, people dealt with infected 
dogs by simply getting rid of them,” she 
said.

Although mass vaccination managed 
to bring down the number of rabies cas-
es, they still faced problems because 

many people in Flores and Lembata still 
preferred to get rid of the dogs when they 
saw rabies symptoms and were skep-
tical of vaccination. The FAO and the 
World Animal Protection, a non-prof-
it organization who funded the project, 
disagreed with killing the dogs, espe-
cially when done in inhumane ways.

According to Denni, given that most 
local residents of Flores and Lembata 
are Catholics, they decided the best way 
to reach out to the people was through 
the church. “We needed the involve-
ment of the Catholic Church, so we ap-
proached the priests and told them our 
intentions,” she added.

The FAO began with small projects, 
cooperating with village administra-
tions and their respective churches. 
Following their success, they cooperat-
ed with the four biggest diocese in both 
islands to involve more priests. Denni 
said they held trainings for represen-
tatives of each church and cathedral in 
Flores and Lembata.

The priests and pastors receive three 
days training on zoonotics disease from 
experts with a module set up by the FAO. 
“We taught them to recognize what ra-
bies is and how vaccination helps and 
how to sprad the information to their 
congregations,” said Denni.

The organization also works with the 
local Animal Husbandry and Animal 
Health O�  ce to continue the mass vac-
cinations. They held another rabies vac-
cination training for o�  cers in the � eld 
before they are dispatched on the two is-
lands, each consisting of six o�  cers.

She added that each team would have 
a dog catcher because although most 
of the dogs in Flores and Lembata have 
owners, some of them are stray dogs. 
“They’re not friendly like the stray dogs 
in Bali,” she said. 

According to Denni, they have two 
methods of vaccination. The � rst is to go 
door-to-door or hold a vaccination ses-
sion for everyone, at one place, usually 
at the village or town hall. After the vac-
cination, the o�  cer would give the dogs 
a collar. Each year, the collar comes in a 
different color, for easier checking on 
whether the dogs have had their annu-
al vaccination. 

Yanuaria Maria Margareta Goa, the 

section head of animal protection and 
public health at the Animal Husbandry 
and Animal Health O�  ce, said that with 
the involvement of the FAO, they could 
have capacity-building sessions for of-
� ce staff and those in the � eld. While co-
operating with the church has proven to 
be effective in spreading more aware-
ness among the people is still needed.

“Back then, we were only vaccina-
tors. We set up vaccination schedules 
and that’s it. Now with the FAO, we work 
together with the churches, to promote 
the issue after the services,” said Yenni, 
as Yanuaria is often called. The church 
also informs people on upcoming mass 
vaccination schedules to ensure more 
people would come with their dogs.

But at the moment they still face chal-
lenges in providing free rabies vac-
cine for the dogs. Yenni explained that 
around 80 percent of the vaccines are 
provided by the central government, 
but the number is limited. In one regen-
cy, they usually receive around 7,000 
dosages annually. 

“In 2016, we received 10,000 more 
vaccines. But the population of the dogs 
are higher than that. It is estimated 
there are around 50,000 in one regency 
alone,” she said.

Yenni admitted the system is not per-
fect, but they have at least managed to 
reduce the numbers of rabies cases in 
Flores and Lembata. Moreover, the ra-
bies will not spread to vaccinated dogs. 

She believed that it would take years 
before they can fully eradicate the dis-
ease from the islands. “We still have lo-
gistical and vaccine [availability] chal-
lenges,” she added.  ■

Children taking their puppies for 

vaccination in West Manggarai, Flores, 

last August. 
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A LMOST every day, Jufri Ha-
run makes his rounds of 
villages in the Telaga Biru 
subdistrict in Gorontalo re-
gency in Sulawesi. He vis-

its farmers in the villages to check on 
their cattle. Jufri then carefully looks 
for signs of illness in residents, such as 
vomiting or fever. “It could be anthrax 
if they show such symptoms. But some-
times it is hard to tell. We can only have 
de� nitive answers by taking blood sam-
ples to the lab,” he said. 

Jufri has been a veterinary paramedic 
for the past decade but he has only dealt 

THE NEW EPIDEMIC
Gorontalo Regency recorded its fi rst case of anthrax in 2012. 
The disease has since become an epidemic. The government 
and communities are working together to eliminate anthrax.

with the zoonotic disease—a disease 
that can transfer from (other) animals 
to humans—since 2012. He was trained 
by the local Fisheries and Animal Hus-
bandry O�  ce in Gorontalo on how to 
prevent and manage the disease. “We 
have to wear a mask and gloves, for ex-
ample, so we don’t contract the disease 
from infected animals,” he explained.

According to Jufri, anthrax is dif-
ferent from other diseases common in 
cows because if they are late in detect-
ing and treating them, the result is al-
ways fatal. He said that this has caused 
considerable losses to the farmers, be-

cause to many of them, cattle farming is 
the only livelihood they know. 

He also received training in dissem-
inating zoonotic diseases to villagers. 
Jufri said they were not aware that they 
had to vaccinate their cows to prevent 
such diseases or that they must quick-
ly provide antibiotics if an animal has 
been proven to have anthrax.

During the � rst year, he had di�  culty 
in treating sick animals or provide vac-
cinations for the cows because villagers 
did not believe that such a disease exist-
ed. “This is a new epidemic in the (area), 
so many people simply said ‘we’ve had 
cows for so many years, but we’ve never 
heard of this before’,” he explained. 

Then one villager was diagnosed with 
anthrax and had to be hospitalized. Ju-
fri said after the incident, farmers start-
ed believing him. “Luckily, that person 
survived,” he said. Now, they report to 
him every time they � nd sickly-looking 
cows. Jufri said some of the farmers also 
helped him disseminate information 
about anthrax to other people in their 
villages. Cattle farmers agreed that they 
would provide a communal quarantine 
area for ailing cows.

In a few months, Jufri plans to do an-
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other round of mass vaccinations at Te-
laga Biru. “I know there will be more 
participants because the people are 
now aware of the problem,” he opined. 

■ ■ ■

THE � rst case of anthrax in Goron-
talo Regency was only discovered in 
2012. Asrieana S. Dunggio, a veterinar-
ian and the section head of disease erad-
ication at the local Fisheries and Ani-
mal Husbandry O�  ce said there was a 
report that a cow had died on March of 
that year. 

Before her team could get to the scene, 
the cattle farmer had cut open the dead 
animal thinking they could still eat it. 
Asrieana managed to prevent the car-
cass from being consumed. “But the an-
imal was already cut, its organs spilling 

out. On further examination, I suspect-
ed it was anthrax, so I sent a blood sam-
ple to a laboratory in neighboring Ma-
ros Regency,” she explained.

The result, which came out in April, 
was positive. A team from Maros came to 
help her with the investigation of where 
the disease started. They discovered 
that the � rst death actually occurred at 
the Limboto Lake area, in Limboto sub-
district, followed by at least a dozen of 
deaths after that. But it was never re-
ported.

Asrieana found out that most of the 
cattle farmers killed cows that were se-
verely ill. “Then they cut open the cows, 
not knowing that with this disease, the 
infected cows must not be cut open be-
cause the bacteria from the blood can 
be transferred to the ground, become 
spores and will lay dormant for years on 
the ground,” she explained.

Within that same month, with the sup-
port of the local government, the Goron-
talo regent issued an o�  cial circlar de-
claring anthrax to be an epidemic in the 
regency. They received Rp300 million 
from the emergency disaster fund to � -
nance the � rst round of vaccinations for 
healthy cows. Asrieana said they start-

ed from Limboto subdistrict and then 
expanded their working areas to other 
subdistricts, including Telaga Biru. 

But the vaccination effort must be ac-
companied with a dissemination of the 
nature of the disease, because many 
people at � rst refused to believe that 
the disease could be transferred to hu-
mans. “We’ve had cases of cutaneous 
anthrax that happened to farmers who 
mishandled their sick or dead cows,” 
said Asrieana. 

Fortunately, there has been no human 
casualty yet. Infected people would im-
mediately be referred to the nearest 
health centers, such as a Puskesmas, 
to receive antibiotics. Asrieana admit-
ted that people’s mindset and the lack of 
manpower were the biggest challeng-
es in their effort to control the zoonot-
ic disease in Gorontalo. “Many farmers 
would rather just cut a cow in the hope 
they could still sell it rather than consid-
ering it a big loss,” she said. 

Meanwhile, the large number of cat-
tle population require many o�  cers in 
the � eld to conduct vaccinations. Vivi 
Tayeb, the section head of animal health 
at the Fisheries and Animal Husbandry 
O�  ce in Gorontalo, who works togeth-
er with Asrieana in dealing with the dis-
ease, said the vaccination must be re-
peated every six months for it to work.

In addition to mass vaccinations, Vivi 
said that her team also provides lea� ets 
with information on anthrax for the vil-
lagers. Moreover, they also do dissemi-
nate information through local televi-
sion and radio station. “And we train of-
� cers and staff in the � eld, so they can 
tell people on the dangers of anthrax,” 
she said.

Despite their ongoing efforts by hold-
ing continuous vaccinations and dis-
seminations, Vivi lamented the fact 
that many of the infected cows had 
transferred the anthrax bacteria to the 
ground. And for that reason, the dis-
ease would continue to exist in Goronta-
lo for decades. “All we can do now is to 
routinely vaccinate healthy cows to stop 
the spread of the bacteria in the hope of 
controlling the disease,” Vivi Said. As of 
now, she continued, “We have vaccinat-
ed more than 11,000 cows in 14 subdis-
tricts.”  ■

Burying a dead cow wihich tested positive 

for anthrax, at Telaga Biru subdistrict, 

Gorontalo. 

Asrieana checks on a sick cow in 

Gorontalo Regency (left).
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H ER love for animals 
motivated Surachmi 
Setiyaningsih, a vi-
rus expert from the 
Bogor Institute of Ag-

riculture’s (IPB) Faculty of Veter-
inary Medicine, to devote her life 
into studying zoonotic diseases. 
A zoonotic disease is one that can 
spread between animals and hu-
mans, such as anthrax, rabies, and 
the avian � u. “It is important that 
we inform the public about how to 
prevent zoonoses,” she said. 

The IPB lecturer feels that Indo-
nesians still lack the knowledge to 
address zoonotic diseases. That is 
why this alumnus of Murdoch Uni-
versity in Australia, seizes every 
chance to teach about the impor-
tance of handling zoonotic diseas-
es seriously. Surachmi spoke Tem-
po English contributor Dahlia Rera 
Oktasiani in Jakarta, two weeks 
ago. Excerpts: 

What can you say about the efforts of the government and the pub-
lic to control zoonotic diseases such as anthrax in cows or rabies in 
dogs?

The two diseases are categorized as strategic diseases and 
they are indeed frightening. Vaccination programs have a le-
gal basis, but the implementation is not perfect. Regional au-
tonomies are also taking different approaches in responding 
to the dangers of these animal diseases. 

What should we do immediately to make Indonesia free of zoonot-
ic diseases? 

Local governments must allocate a budget for veterinary 
vaccines, as well as conduct outreach programs for local com-
munities. The public and medical workers need to participate 
as well, and government cooperation should be more compre-
hensive (when addressing zoonotic diseases).

How can we do these things if public awareness is still low? 
True. Take rabies for example. Most Indonesians have al-

most no knowledge of rabies, which is why some of them let 

their dogs run free. In Indonesia, 
not all dogs are vaccinated, and 
not all dog owners care about it. 
Another example is when the avi-
an in� uenza (H5N1) broke out. At 
� rst, the public refused to kill their 
infected animal, despite the gov-
ernment’s offer of a compensation. 
Only when there is an increasing 
number of human deaths from the 
disease, did people begin to vacci-
nate their poultry.

Didn’t the bird fl u case subside?  
We no longer hear cases about 

humans infected with bird � u, but 
the virus is still attacking poultry. 
Commercial farmers now under-
stand the importance of vaccines 
because not giving their birds vac-
cines will cost them in the long 
run. The government has also car-
ried out a variety of counseling 
programs, especially for farmers.

Do you have suggestions for educat-
ing the public about the dangers of the 

diseases?
It takes time to change people’s perceptions and to design 

strategies that can garner public attention. For example, coun-
seling can be done in other ways besides visiting the communi-
ty. It can also be done through media such as print media, radio, 
television and so forth.

What can we do to reduce chances of being infected with zoonot-
ic diseases? 

We must � rst prevent the animals from catching diseases 
by giving them the required vaccines. We must also be more 
stringent about hygiene after treating sick animals, such as 
washing hands and cleaning up after contact with animals. 
Animals that have been vaccinated must be marked (to dis-
tinct them from those that have not). 

What should we do when an animal is infected?
It must be dealt with quickly: families of victims must re-

port it immediately when one of them is bitten by a dog. Medi-
cal o�  cers will look at the sick animal and take the necessary 
action. Otherwise the virus will spread.  ■

SURACHMI SETIYANINGSIH, 
RESEARCHER, BOGOR INSTITUTE OF AGRICULTURE’S ANIMAL DISEASE AND VETERINARY PUBLIC HEALTH DEPARTMENT 

SERIOUS DISEASES NEED SERIOUS 
MANAGEMENT  

P
H

O
T

O
: 

P
R

IV
A

T
E

 D
O

C


