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HAVE YOU EVER NOTICED a cow in your herd that is

eating like a champ but looks painfully thin and has di-
arrhea? Unfortunately, this is the typical appearance

of a cow with Johne's disease.

This disease is a herd wide problem that has a tip of
the iceberg presentation; we only see a few individuals

with clinical signs but lurking under the surface are

many infected animals.

Johne's disease is a bacterial disease caused, by

Mycobacterium avium subspecies paratuberculosis

(MAP).lt is a very hardy bacterium that survives in ma-

nure for long periods of time, and it is very resistant to
cleaners and antibiotics. Therefore, there is no cure.

The most common route of infection is when the calf
ingests manure from a dam shedding MAP shortly after
birth. lt can also be passed by colostrum and milk but
the number of bacteria present in these is much lower

than manure. Calves are most susceptible to infection
early in life and signs of the disease are not apparent

until much later in life - usually over two years of age.

Signs of the disease include decreased vigour, weight

loss and diarrhea which usually occur around periods

of stress, like calving for an example. This disease re-

sults in poor-doing calves, decreased carcass value,

early culling, reduced feed efficiency and ultimately
death.

One U.S. report shows that MAP is present in ap-

proximately 43 per cent of seedstock (purebred)
herds. This disease is most concerning to these herds

because they generally calve over a short period of
time, early in the year, therefore predominantly inside

in calving pens.

The increased density of animals increases the con-

tamination of pens that multiple calves will be born

into. Consequently, purebred herds are most at risk for
receiving, spreading and furthering MAP. Pasture-born

Johne's disease can lurk in a cow for years before showing clinical signs

calves are likely at a lower risk for contractint Johne's
disease because animals and therefore contaminated

manure are spread out.
Once a cow is diagnosed with Johne's disease, it has

been years since she was infected. This means there is

most likely many other animals in the herd that are

also infected which are not yet showing signs. Unlike

the dairy industry where calves are pulled away as

soon as possible, calves in the beef industry, are con-

tinually exposed to many cows that may be shedding

MAP, thereby infecting the entire new crop of calves.
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The writer is with Heartland Veterinary Services in Listowel I
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There are numerous methods to test

for Johne's disease but the one you

choose is dependent on your

circumstance and whetheryou are testing

an individual cow or screening an entire

herd. lf you think you may have a Johne's

infected coworare interested in screening

your herd, your veterinarian will be able

to guide you through the test selection

process.

Unfortunately this is not a disease that
you can get rid of by simply culling out
your positive cows. lt is one that takes

years of rigorous testing and culling to

establish a control program that
decreases the incidence of infection.

Because disease is only seen later in f ife,

those producers who have mature animals

on site are most likely to see affected
animals. Herds which purchase or lend

out animals are at risk each time an animat

(including the bull) enters or re-enters

your herd, because they may be shedding

MAP along with other diseases.

Having a biosecurity plan in place is

essential to minimize the risk of disease

entrance and spread. Not only will this

result in an overall healthier herd, but it

may also lead to enhanced sales based

on health status.

Currently, there is funding from multiple

organizations in place for a beef-specific

project that will aim establish the
prevafence in Ontario amongst purebred

owners as well as develop a risk

assessment management plan specific to
each farm.

lf you are interested in being involved,

please discuss this project with your herd

veterinarian or contact Ann Codkin at

OMAFRA for details at ann.godkin@

ontario.ca or 519 -846-3409. @


