Streptococcal Mastitis
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For years. streptococci were the most prevalent causes of mast1t1s. Prior to the
widespread use of antibiotics. especially dry cow therapy. and teat dipping. Streptococcus agalactiae was the major cause of mastitis. This organism was considered
contagious and was transmitted directly from cow to cow. It can be eradicated from
dairy herds. The "other streptococci" (or Streptococcus non-agalactiae) include
Streptococcus uberis and Streptococcus dysgalactiae and are transmitted through the
environment •
Streptococcus agalactiae

Strep ~ continues to cause a major problem in some herds. although its prevalence
has been reduced. The organisms live in the milk ducts of the udder. Leucocytes
respond to their presence. Fibrin clots form and block the ducts. preventing drainage of the affected area of the udder. Milk secreting tissue rapidly involutes (or
changes to a state when it no longer produces milk) and is replaced by connective or
scar tissue. The resulting fibrosis is irreversible and the damage is permanent.
If left untreated. Strep ~ mastitis will become a chronic inflammation with
periodic clinical flare-ups. Accumulation of bacterial products intensifies the
inflammatory respons~. resulting in loss of milk producing tissue and reduced milk
yield. Extensive fibrosis and atrophy of a quarter will render it unproductive in
subsequent lactations. These infections usually are accompanied by increased somatic
cell counts. and. thus. the DHI somatic cell count provides a useful diagnostic
tool.
Usually. Strep ~ infections respond to penicillin or cloxacillin treatment. The
most effective treatment against this infection is at drying-off when cure rates are
95-100%. If left untreated. infections will persist during the dry period. Cows
with severe damage may not respond to antibiotic therapy and may have to be culled
from the herd.
Strep ~ infections can spread quickly through a clean herd. even after a brief
exposure. The only known reservoir is infected udders or teat lesions. The major
source is infected cows. primarily during the milking act. Practices that encourage
transfer from cow to cow must be avoided. These include washing or drying teats or
udders with a common cloth or sponge (regardless of whether it is placed in a pail
of sanitizing solution). milkers' hands. and milking equipment. Newly-purchased cows
may infect a clean herd. Teat dipping and dry cow therapy are important control
measures.
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Other Streptococci

Strep uberis and Strep dysgalactiae were quite prevalent in 38 Virginia herds during
a two year period (1978-80). Many Strep non-ag infections were found in cows with
low somatic cell counts. None of these herds were free of "other strep" infections,
although only 1-3 infected cows were found in several herds, while 11 herds had more
than 10 infected cows.
Mastitis caused by "other strep" is usually subclinical, although acute or chronic
mastitis may develop. These infections often are transitory and may not cause
severe damage. These bacteria can survive for long periods in the environment of
the cow. They are not dependent upon the udder for survival. They can live outside
the udder indefinitely. However, infected quarters are a primary reservoir of these
organisms. Pre-dipping has been shown to reduce "other strep" infections.
Streptococcus uberis has been found on the udder surface and teat skin. as well as
the belly. lips. nostrils. and vagina. Strep uberis has been recovered from bedding
and soil of pastures grazed by infected animals. Normally, it is not spread from
cow to cow during milking. although clinical cases have been associated with teat
injury or faulty milking equipment. Avoid washing the udder and underside of the
cow with excessive water, since the organism is found on the belly and udder and
excessive water will drain to the teat end which will become contaminated. Any
leakage of air into the teat cup could cause the bacteria to enter the teat canal.
Strep uberis infections often develop during the dry period. Dry cow therapy may be
effective in preventing new infections.
Teat lesions are a major source of Strep dysgalactiae. but secondary sources include
inflamed uteri, vaginas. aborted fetuses. tonsils. and skin lesions. These often
follow teat injury. Affected quarters may be partially or fully destroyed.
Hygiene is moderately effective in the control of Strep dysgalactiae. since transfer
appears to occur primarily at milking time. Teat dipping. proper udder and teat
preparation before milking. and proper application and removal of milking units are
necessary.
The incidence of "other strep" infections was found to be higher in herds where
there was overmilking. excessive overuse of teat cup liners, inadequate reserve
air flow. small milking pipeline size, and high vacuum levels or excessive vacuum
fluctuation at the teat end.
Treatment of cows clinically infected with "other strep" has not been very successful. Cure rates of only 36% have been reported. Spontaneous recovery (untreated
quarters) was high.

