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The Case For Monthly Bulk Tank Cultures

Dr. Elizabeth Martens

The bulk tank milk cul-
ture is a powerful tool
to make sure your herd
doesn’t become infect-
ed with any of the real-
ly bad mastitis bugs and
allows you to do some-
thing about it before it
affects SCC and masti-
tis case numbers. The
main things we look for
on a bulk tank culture
are: Mycoplasma, Pro-
totheca and Staph aure-
us. These are the big 3
contagious, non-
treatable bacteria that
can become a big prob-
lem if ignored. They
can pop up suddenly
even in 100% closed
herds. The approach we
take if a tank culture
comes back positive for
any of these is similar:
don’t panic, do a repeat
tank sample a month
later, and identify a rea-

Lunch discussion meet-
ings will be starting up
again Thursday Novem-
ber 20th at noon in the
Addison Fire Hall. Trent

sonable sized group of
cows to sample that
will give us the best
chances of finding
some of the culprit
cows. We need to
come up with a plan
that meets the farm’s
goals and will actually
work for the long term.
Some farms sample all
fresh or mastitis cows
for all bacteria or only
looking for specific
bacteria. You can cut
down cost if, for exam-
ple, you are only inter-
ested in checking cows
for staph aureus. Some
farms submit only re-
peat mastitis cows or
chronic high SCC. A
cow with mastitis that
clears up completely
after treatment proba-
bly doesn’t have any of
these bacteria. The key
is to always keep up
with the monthly bulk

Olson with ABS will
discuss breeding strate-
gies to manage heifer

inventory. Lunch spon-
sored by ABS. Monthly

tank culture to keep tabs
on the size of the prob-
lem (or lack thereof).
It’s ok to tolerate a few
cows carrying these bac-
teria as long as you
know who they are and
they aren’t spreading
rapidly. If you wait until
herd SCC is increasing
due to a primarily conta-
gious mastitis pathogen,
20% of your herd may
already be infected. The
cost of monthly bulk
tank cultures is
miniscule compared to
the benefits of prevent-
ing contagious mastitis
from affecting your bot-
tom line.

Green Mountain Dairy Discussion Group

meetings will continue
through April. We look
forward to seeing every-
one there!
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Managing Mycoplasma on Vermont Dairies
Dr. Elizabeth Martens

Mycoplasma bovis was first found on a California dairy 60
years ago and is now recognized worldwide as one of the most
difficult bacteria to deal with on dairy farms. Addison county %
herds are no exception. Mycoplasma causes chronic disease
(pneumonia, ear infections, arthritis and mastitis) and also
plays a role in acute calfhood pneumonia as part of the Bovine
Respiratory Disease (BRD) Complex.

The 2022 NAHMS survey reported that 21.4% of large herds
had mycoplasma positive cows and by 2025 that number is
likely even higher. If you are unsure if your herd has myco-
plasma, the best way to find out is to have monthly bulk tank
cultures run and have a veterinarian necropsy several calves
that died from pneumonia. If you have animals on your farm
with head tilts or ear infections that
eventually drain pus, that is almost
"Disease from certainly Mycoplasma. Risk factors
for a farm developing Mycoplasma are: group raising calves, shared water or
nipples among calves, contact between sick and healthy calves in a barn, and
having heifers raised off farm.

Mycoplasma can

be sj gm"ﬁ a h’t|y Qn farms with Mycoplasma present, almost IQO% of calves are at least‘ tran-

siently infected. Some calves become acutely ill while others clear the infec-
tion and still others become chronic carriers who spread the bacteria via res-
piratory secretions to their herd mates, including the milking herd when they
freshen.

reduced by get-
ting all the basics

Mycoplasma has several characteristics that make antibiotics not particularly
effective — they lack a cell wall which is the target of ceftiofurs, ampicillin
and penicillin. They have a unique way of replicating genetic material which
gets around the tetracycline mode of action. This makes all of those antibi-
otics completely ineffective against mycoplasma. It is not possible to test a
farm’s mycoplasma strain to determine antibiotic susceptibility either. Draxxin, Nuflor and Baytril
are options with some efficacy, though resistance genes are already evolving.

of calf care right.”

Much needed vaccines are being researched and developed, but there are still no products on the mar-
ket with very good data. We will watch this closely, but one of the factors that makes Mycoplasma
tricky is that it can mutate and change very quickly. Some earlier work with vaccines for mycoplas-
ma actually made disease worse in exposed calves, so we need to be very careful recommending new
products and wait to see valid research.

At the risk of this article being pure Mycoplasma gloom and doom — there is some good news. Dis-
ease from Mycoplasma can be significantly reduced by getting all the basics of calf care right. Spread
calves out, providing at least 35 square feet of space per calf. If you group calves, keep group size 15
or less. Make sure nutrition, ventilation and colostrum are all done well. Sick youngstock should have
an isolated hospital area away from their group and under no circumstances should they be held back
to infect a younger group of calves. Whatever you would do for your kid’s favorite show calf—do
that for everyone, and the effects of Mycoplasma will be significantly reduced.



