
Koi herpesvirus (KHV) - Protecting your 
fishery and life after an outbreak 

Koi Herpesvirus (KHV) is a very damaging and easily spread virus that affects 
common carp and carp varieties such as koi. Outbreaks of the disease 
typically occur in summer, in combination with exposure to stressors. Fishery 
management plays a key role in helping to minimise the risk of KHV disease 
and is also vital for helping fisheries recover should mortalities occur. We will 
work with fisheries before, during, and after any disease outbreak to help 
minimise losses, aid recovery, and improve future fishery resilience. This 
factsheet provides information on how you can protect your fishery from 
diseases like KHV, what to do if you experience a fish mortality, and steps in 
the road to recovery after a KHV outbreak. 

Protecting your fishery                                                         

It is not always possible to ensure that disease never occurs in a fishery, but there 
are some key considerations and practices that can go a long way to minimise the 
risk of problems arising. Following this 10-point guide will help fisheries reduce the 
risk of a KHV outbreak.   

1. Practice Good Biosecurity BEFORE problems arise  

Biosecurity refers to measures that prevent the introduction and spread of pathogens and other 
harmful organisms. Good biosecurity at a fishery can significantly reduce the risk of introducing 
pathogens like KHV through contaminated angler or fishery equipment, water, or even via plants, 
machinery and vehicles. Biosecurity measures may include checking, cleaning and drying 
equipment after fishing, the use of chemical disinfectants (e.g. net dips), provision of nets, slings 
and other equipment for use on site, and clear guidance for anglers to practice good biosecurity. 
For more information see our factsheet on 'Fishery Biosecurity'.   

2. Get expert advice and have help at hand should you need it 

Engaging with your local Environment Agency fisheries officer or a reputable fishery professional 
can ensure you get expert advice to maintain a healthy fishery. This support will also be vital if a 



disease problem arises. Our area-based teams investigate fish mortalities across the country, offer 
support in the event of water quality issues, algal blooms or other stressors, and work with fisheries 
during and after a mortality event to reduce losses and aid recovery. The detection of diseases like 
KHV requires expert laboratory investigations - these may be provided by our National Fisheries 
Laboratory (NFL) and are funded by rod licence sales.  

There is further information that explains what to do if fish are dying at your fishery in our 'Dealing 
with a fish mortality incident' factsheet.  

3. Conduct regular stock assessments to maintain fishery resilience 

It is vital for any fishery manager to know the 
biomass of fish in a water, species composition, 
and their general health. This can all be achieved 
through a stock assessment survey. These 
commonly involve netting or electric-fishing and 
will help inform fishery management to maintain 
fishery performance and resilience. This may 
include activities like cropping fish, so the fishery 
doesn’t become over-stocked as fish grow or 
reproduce.  

Another valuable tool is to understand how well the 
fish are growing. The NFL provide a service to 
support stock surveys at still water fisheries by 
examining the scales of resident fish to assess 
growth rates and provide tailored advice. This is 
one of many services funded by rod licence sales, 
so if interested in this please get in touch.   

4. Stocking fish is the biggest risk 

Stocking fish represents one of the biggest risks of introducing disease to a fishery.  Always think 
very carefully before stocking new fish and seek expert advice. Consider whether stocking more 
fish into a fishery is really needed, or if fishery performance could be improved in other ways. Have 
a stocking plan for the fishery and be mindful that stocking unhealthy fish or having too many in a 
fishery can lead to significant problems. Know what you want to achieve through stocking and be 
patient in reaching this target - this will help protect your fishery and can save you money in the 
long run.   

5. Source fish with extreme care 

Fish are advertised and sold from many different sources but knowing what you are stocking and 
exactly where they have come from is important for assessing disease risk. Be aware that some 
fish suppliers, including some fish farms, may crop fish from other still waters with an unknown 
health or disease history. Fish from hatchery reared farms will have a clearer history and generally 
pose a far lower risk than fish cropped from other fisheries. If you do stock fish, always ensure that 
you do it legally or it could be harmful to your fishery and will be an offence. Never stock 
ornamental fish into fisheries as these can pose an increased risk of carrying KHV or other 
diseases and it could be illegal.    

6. Always obtain and understand a health check  

When introducing new fish, getting a health check done can significantly reduce the risk of 
introducing harmful pathogens. In many cases it is a legal requirement, but it is also good fisheries 
management to obtain and understand a health check that is supporting a fish stocking. 
Unfortunately, viruses like KHV can be very hard to detect unless fish are showing signs of disease 
and a health check is not a guarantee the fish are free of the virus. However, a health check, 

A winter netting underway to thoroughly assess stock 
levels, fish health and growth through scale analysis 



combined with a clear understanding of where fish are sourced from goes a long way to reducing 
disease introduction and spread.   

7. Consider Quarantine  

Where possible, consider quarantining fish prior to introducing them into a fishery. This allows the 
stock to be closely monitored and any health issues to emerge or be detected before fish come 
into contact with the resident population. Whilst this is not always feasible, stock ponds can be a 
valuable addition to a fishery. Always seek advice if looking at developing these facilities - they 
must be appropriately sized and maintained so as to truly benefit a fishery and not increase the risk 
of stress or other health problems.   

8. Minimise stress 

KHV is a stress-related disease, and most outbreaks have occurred in combination with significant 
environmental or fishery management triggers. Reducing stressors can go a long way to reducing 
the risk of KHV disease and the scale of losses if a mortality event does occur. High stock levels 
and intensive fishery management practices pose some of the greatest risks. Poor water quality, 
persistent algal blooms, high angling pressure and repeated handling, poor nutrition, absence of 
habitat, and presence of other health conditions or infections can also supress the immune 
defences of fish and increase the likelihood of pathogens taking hold. These factors will also slow 
the recovery of a fishery after a disease outbreak, so it's important to get them right.   

9. Monitor fishery conditions  

Monitoring fishery conditions is key to 
a healthy, stable and resilient fishery. 
Fisheries should regularly monitor 
water quality, including temperature, 
dissolved oxygen and ammonia. This 
is particularly important during spring 
and warmer summer months when 
KHV becomes active.  

Water quality probes can be bought 
relatively cheaply and often offer 
better value to a fishery than buying 
more fish. Take advice from your local 
fisheries officer on what to check and 
how. If water quality is creeping 
outside normal levels, act where 
possible (e.g. install aeration) and 
increase monitoring until parameters 
are safely back within healthy limits. 

 

10. Be vigilant 

Healthy fish can be surprisingly resilient to all kinds of disease, but there will often be early warning 
signs if they are unwell or stressed. These signs are important and any fishery manager should be 
vigilant to detect issues and avoid problems escalating.  Behavioural changes like fish sulking, 
gasping, hanging at the water surface or inlet, or showing other signs of distress or irritation are all 
important indicators warranting a closer look. Similarly, physical changes to body condition, 
presence of sores, excess mucus, or sunken eyes certainly need investigation. Signs of KHV can 
vary but often include necrosis of the gills. Whilst this can be a worrying sign, there are many 
different causes for gill damage, hence the need to investigate further and not guess or assume. 
Be vigilant and always report significant problems or concerns at the earliest opportunity.   

Maintaining good water quality is key to reducing stress-triggers for 
diseases like KHV 



Life after a KHV outbreak  

If KHV is confirmed as the cause of a mortality there is no reason why you should not continue to 
run a successful fishery at the affected water. However, any disease outbreak serves as a 
reminder to review fishery management practices and any potential cause or underlying triggers to 
improve longer term resilience of the fishery and avoid re-occurrence of health problems.  

Following any mortality event, it is important to review why problems arose with some expert 
advice. Re-engage with your local fisheries officer to identify risk factors and how to address them. 
Revisit many of the factors set out in the initial part of this document to help increase fishery 
resilience. This doesn’t have to be complicated or expensive and is often just about getting the 
basics right - good environmental conditions, reduce stress, avoid disease introduction, and 
provide good nutrition, habitat and space for fish to recover from capture or natural challenges.  

Whilst fish may remain infected with the KHV virus long after a mortality, re-occurrence of disease 
problems in still waters is rare.  

If you require further information or advice about any aspects of this factsheet, contact your 
local fisheries officer. If you have any specific queries regarding KHV or any other fish 
diseases, contact: National Fisheries Laboratory, Environment Agency, Brampton, 
Huntingdon, PE28 4NE Tel: 02084 745244; Email: fish.health@environment-agency.gov.uk 

 

 

 

 

A healthy fishery, where good management helps to minimise stress and reduce the likelihood and impact of disease outbreaks 
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