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Streptococcus dysgalactiae: A Practical
Summary for Controlling Mastitis

Christina S. Petersson-Wolfe, Assistant Professor, Dairy Science, Virginia Tech
John Currin, Clinical Instructor, Virginia-Maryland Regional College of Veterinary Medicine

Streptococcus dysgalactiae (S. dysgalactiae) has the
unique characteristic of being considered both a con-
tagious and an environmental pathogen. These organ-
isms can spread from cow to cow at milking time and
are also commonly found in the cow’s environment. A
successful control program includes prompt treatment
of cases, the use of proper milking procedures, and
dry cow therapy. All streptococci bacteria are Gram-
positive and similar in structure to Staphylococcus spp.
Milk culturing laboratories can distinguish S. dysgalac-
tiae from other streptococci using standard biochemi-
cal tests.

Where Are These Organisms
Found?

The reservoirs for S. dysgalactiae are infected udders,
manure, and other organic matter, including bed-
ding. Poor udder cleanliness and stall management
appear to increase risk of spreading S. dysgalactiae to
uninfected cows.

How Does S. dysgalactiae Infect the
Mammary Gland?

Streptococcus dysgalactiae can gain access to the
mammary gland through washcloths and teat cup lin-
ers. During milking, irregular vacuum fluctuations
can force bacteria up into the teat canal, providing the
potential for new infection. In addition, S. dysgalactiae
will spread to uninfected cows through environmental
contact. As with all environmental organisms, main-
taining a clean and dry environment for cows to lie in is
of utmost importance. In particular, the use of inorganic
bedding (sand) will reduce the environmental contami-

nation with these bacteria. However, it is important to
remember that recycled sand can still serve as a source
of environmental contamination as the organic matter
builds on the bedding material.

How Can You Prevent and Control
Mastitis Caused by S. dysgalactiae?

The control of S. dysgalactiae includes the mainte-
nance of a clean and dry housing environment and
the implementation of proper milking procedures.
At milking time, all quarters should be forestripped,
which will begin the milk let-down process. Follow-
ing forestripping, the use of an efficacious pre-milk-
ing teat disinfectant is particularly important for this
mastitis-causing pathogen. The pre-milking teat disin-
fectant should remain on the teats for 30 seconds prior
to removal with either a paper towel or a single-use
clean and dry cloth towel. Following these guidelines,
the time from start of manual stimulation (forestrip or
wipe) to unit attachment should be in the range of 60
to 120 seconds. This will allow the appropriate time for
milk let down.

Following unit detachment, the application of an effi-
cacious post-milking teat disinfectant should be
applied with coverage over at least two-thirds of the
teat barrel. In herds with a particular environmental
mastitis problem, the use of a barrier teat dip is rec-
ommended. A backflush system may help reduce bacte-
rial numbers within the liners, but rinsing units by hand
is not recommended.

In addition, reducing teat end exposure between milk-
ings by scraping the back of cow stalls (where the
udder rests) and applying fresh bedding frequently is
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imperative. The application of bedding conditioners
such as hydrated lime are effective at reducing the
bacterial load in the bedding. However, the activity of
these products is short-lived, and thus, frequent appli-
cation is required. It is recommended that 2 pounds be
applied per stall, and it must be applied every other day.

When Are S. dysgalactiae Mastitis
Infections Most Likely to Occur?

Cows in early lactation are at increased risk for new
infections due to the increased stress and immune sup-
pression associated with the postpartum period. Also,
following milk cessation, cows do not experience the
daily flushing of the gland and are at an increased risk
for mastitis in the early dry period. Cows with high
milk production are not at greater risk than cows with
low milk production.

How Likely Is S. dysgalactiae to Cure?

Successful treatment of S. dysgalactiae can be achieved
with the use a broad-spectrum intramammary antibi-
otic preparation. New clinical infections should be
treated promptly and appropriately. The use of dry
cow therapy at the time of milk cessation will help cure

infections existing at drying off. In general, use of a
strip cup or similar device is strongly recommended
for detecting abnormal milk. The use of Dairy Herd
Improvement somatic cell count records in addition to
visual observation of forestripped milk and milk cul-
ture results will indicate effectiveness of treatment.

Quick Notes

* S. dysgalactiae is considered both a contagious and
an environmental mastitis pathogen spread from cow
to cow at milking and also through environmental
contact.

* Use of proper milking procedures — including
gloves, efficacious pre- and post-milking teat disin-
fectants, single-use towels, and dry cow therapy —
will help control this pathogen.

» Keeping bedding clean and dry is imperative.

» Use of washed sand bedding that is properly dried
will help reduce the environmental load of S.
dysgalactiae.

* S. dysgalactiae responds relatively well to broad-
spectrum antibiotic therapy.



