H E A LT H

Midges are still active, so watch out for Schmallenberg symptoms

Milk drop? Check for SBV
With widespread reports of milk drop, often mistakenly
attributed to poor forage quality and dietary issues, UK herds
are in the grip of a viral outbreak that’s having a serious impact.
We spoke to two leading dairy vets to find out more.
text Rachael Porter

I

t’s not midge season – it’s winter. But
producers should still be vigilant for
signs of Schmallenberg virus (SBV) in
their herds, according to dairy research
vet Ian Nanjiani, from West Sussex-based
Westpoint Vet Group.
The Animal Health and Veterinary
Laboratory Agency published figures on
December 14, 2012, showing that a total
of 23 cattle holdings across the UK had
been confirmed as having the acute form
of the disease. In other words, clinical
signs of the disease had been confirmed
in cattle, including diarrhoea and milk
drop associated with rising antibody
titre to Schmallenberg virus (SBV) or a
positive SBV PCR blood test.
“These are not the cattle that picked up
the disease in the summer, when the
midges that spread the disease are at
their most active. These animals have
recently picked up the virus from
midges that are active in and around
cattle housing on UK farms,” explains
Mr Nanjiani.

counties with the highest number of
confirmed cases are in the south, but
Cheshire, Shropshire, Leicestershire and
North Yorkshire are fast catching up.
Exposed animals have been detected in
Scotland, but so far all positive Scottish
animals were introduced into Scotland
from English counties where SBV has

been reported.
A reduction in milk yield – up to 50% for
an individual animal – is what dairy
producers should be looking out for as an
indicator for the disease. “Yields will
recover quickly, but the sudden drop will
be accompanied by fever and, in some
cases, diarrhoea,” explains Mr Nanjiani,
adding that some producers incorrectly,
but understandably, put the symptoms
down to forage quality issues.
“German and Dutch herds have typically
seen yields return to normal in two to
three weeks and individual animals in
between two and five days. But it’s not
the short-term loss of milk that’s the
problem.
“Depending on the animal’s stage of
pregnancy, calve malformations and

At risk: Schmallenberg virus infection has the potential
to damage the nervous system of unborn calves

Unexpected activity
Foetal malformations caused by the virus
have, to date, been confirmed in 57 herds
and serology – positive blood tests for the
disease – has confirmed SBV exposure in
606 beef and dairy herds.
Virus spread and infection in new herds
in the winter months wasn’t completely
unexpected. Although midges are much
less active at this time of year, spring
and early summer SBV cases in 2012
pointed to midge activity throughout the
winter months. “There still seem to be
some midges about – even in the coldest
parts of the UK and after some sub-zero
conditions.
A look at the most recent AHVLA SBV
testing results table shows that the
disease has indeed spread north. The
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Legend
Countries with dairy cattle with acute SBV
Countries with deformed offspring with SBV
Countries with evidence of exposure to SBV in sheep
Countries with evidence of exposure to SBV in cattle

Schmallenberg
symptoms
Schmallenberg virus is a vectorborne disease and clinical signs in
cattle include fever, reduced milk
yield (up to 50%), loss of appetite
and condition and, in some cases,
diarrhoea. It is likely that several
cows will have the same symptoms
over the same time period.
In newborn ruminants and foetuses,
suspect cases are considered to
be animals with cases of limb and
brain defects, shortening of the
hamstrings, deformation of the
jaw, or newborns with neurological
disorders,
paralysis,
blindness,
exaggerated movements, feeding
difficulties and poor balance.

Figure 1: SBV spread across the UK, December 2012 (Source: DEFRA)

foetal death can also be a result of
infection with the virus.”
He adds that it’s all about timing.
“Initially scientists thought the risk to
the calf was just the first third of
pregnancy, but we now know it’s the first
half. The first five months of pregnancy
are critical.
“If a cow or heifer is infected before AI or
mating, that seems to have no impact on
the pregnancy. But if infection occurs
during the first half of the pregnancy,
a proportion of calves will have
abnormalities. The virus impacts on the
development of the calf’s nervous system
and the long bones. Some calves are born
alive and appear to be normal, but are
unable to suckle or walk.”

Milk drop
He says that fused hock joints are another
‘symptom’ of SBV infection in the dam,
seen in new born calves. “This results in
very straight back legs and could tear the
cow’s uterus. So take care when delivering
calves, particularly if you know that your
herd has been exposed to the virus during
the critical period in pregnancy.”
The good news is that, unlike Bluetongue,
SBV is not fatal in adult livestock
and they do recover rapidly, developing
good immunity. And any subsequent
pregnancy is likely to have a positive
outcome.”
Vaccine development generally takes
several years and a vaccine would be
useful in protecting naive breeding stock.
But until one is available we have to work
with what we know. “Producers with a

stock bull would always be wise to give
him a pre-breeding ‘MOT’. SBV can cause
a high fever, and bulls can be ‘infertile’
for four to six weeks after a fever, which
kills off sperm.”
Mr Nanjiani says that, although there’s
little that producers can do to prevent
their herd from being infected with the
virus it’s important that they don’t ignore
any symptoms.
“Milk drop can also be a sign of many
other diseases, so producers need to
eliminate the possibility of SBV infection.”
“So, if you see the three classic symptoms
in more than two or three animals in a
week then inform your vet. It could
be one of many other things –
BVD, Salmonella, Leptospirosis or even
mycotoxins. But whatever it is, it needs to
be dealt with.”
Bulk milk testing will reveal if the disease
is on your unit and blood testing will
show which animals have been infected
– useful if you’re going to carry out some
embryo transfer work, for example, or
use some expensive semen. “Sero-positive
dams have had the virus previously and
we believe strong immunity will have
developed, making them a safe bet.”
Mr Nanjiani stresses that there’s a lot
that vets and scientists don’t know about
the disease. “So we have to work with
what we do know.
“It’s still early days with this disease, but
we’ve learnt a lot in 12 months. Being
part of the EU has brought real benefits
– the Germans were the first to diagnose
the disease, and rapidly shared their
experiences, and the diagnostic tests they

developed. Other member states have
been equally open with their experiences,
which has given us a head start in
knowing what to expect.
“We’re six months behind the rest of
Europe in terms of disease spread, and so
we’re better prepared. We know what to
expect and we’re not in the dark.”

Over the worst
Wim van der Poel, research leader at the
Central Veterinary Institute, Wageningen
University in the Netherlands agrees.
“It’s reasonably quiet in the Netherlands
at the moment,” says Mr van der Poel,
who is also Professor of Emerging and
Zoonotic Viruses at Liverpool University.
“Testing has revealed that there’s a seropositive prevalence of more than 70%
here now. Many herds have had the virus
and now have some immunity to it.
We’re seeing far fewer cases compared to
late 2011.”
He says that it’s hard to predict exactly
what will happen next in the UK, but says
that expectations are that the virus will
continue to spread north in England, over
into Wales and up into Scotland.
“I’d say that sero-positive prevalence in
the south east of England is already close
to 70% and it’s also increasing in the west
and eastern regions of the UK. In fact, the
UK may be over the worst. The UK would
be heading into a year that’s similar to the
one that we’ve just had in terms of SBV.” l
For more information about Schmallenberg
virus and its spread across the UK, visit:
http://www.defra.gov.uk/ahvla
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