
External winter parasites  

The cold winter weather has arrived with another punch and most herds are being 
brought in off pastures to barns and solid lots. This closer congregation and the colder weather 
inevitably bring with it the tell-tale signs of animals with external parasite infestations: licking 
their sides or rubbing (and wrecking) those newly repaired gates. This means time and energy 
not spent at the feedbunk or ruminating comfortably bringing with it loss of condition and lost 
revenue. These parasites threaten cow comfort and reduce production, so having a protocol in 
place before the winter season, when they are typically seen, is paramount to reduce losses. 
The two main parasites we see in the winter are lice and mange.  
 
 Lice comes in two types – sucking and biting. Sucking lice drink blood and biting lice feed 
on dander and debris on the skin surface. Lice may not cause direct losses through anemia or 
weight loss to your herd, but the irritation and itchiness is readily known to cause enough hair 
loss to bring on cold stress, decrease feed intakes and decrease immunity. They are found on 
the shoulders, back and tail head area and can be seen by the naked eye or a magnifying glass. 
The reason they are a winter problem is that when the hide is above 40C the lice cannot survive 
and migrate to cooler areas of the animal. However, when the weather cools, the lice migrate 
back to the skin and start to feed. This is why treating for lice in warmer weather never works, 
because they need to feed to ingest the killing product.  
 
 Mange mites have a similar classification – burrowing and non burrowing. In Canada, 
Sarcoptes scabei, or sarcoptic mange, is the common burrowing mite and causes infections 
localized around the head, neck, shoulders and tail head. These are usually rare but even a small 
infection can be extremely itchy as this parasite burrows itself into the skin and feeds on the 
animal. Chorioptes bovis, or chorioptic mange, is the common non burrowing species that 
attacks the hair and skin on the surface. This is known to cause the majority of our tail head 
mange, and can also infect the udder, scrotum, and perineum. The lesions include hair loss, 
nodules, papules, crusts, and ulcers. Both are transferred by direct cow contact or contact with 
infected areas of their environment. Their life cycle is 3 weeks long and are quite hard to 
irradicate because the adults and their eggs can survive in the environment for up to 4 weeks.  
 
 You’ve found some lice or tail head mange on your animals, so what to do about them? 
Your two main options include products that treat exclusively external parasites, or systemic 
products that treat both internal and external parasites. Talk to your veterinarian about which 
products to use and what protocols will work best on your farm. With that said, there are a few 
strategies to keep in mind when treating and preventing outbreaks that should be followed to 
guarantee success.  
    

1. Proper dosing – underdosing of treatment is a major cause of failure and resistance to 
the products we rely on. All of the products we use depend on the weight of the animal 
so be prepared to change the amount of product used as you go between different sized 
animals. 



2. Proper Application – when using a pour on, it must be given from poll to tail head along 
the spine. This allows for maximum absorption and distribution of the product. If you 
give it less than 24 hours before they encounter rain or snow, it will wash off and not be 
effective.  

3. Treat every animal – leaving a few or even one animal untreated can just perpetuate the 
problem as they are now the carriers that reinfect the entire herd after the product has 
run its course.  

4. Timing – for mange, treatment can occur whenever you see signs of it or annually to 
keep it controlled. For lice, this is quite important as mentioned above. To kill the lice, 
they must be feeding on the animal meaning it has to be cooler temperatures. If the air 
temperature is above 10-15C then it is likely too soon to treat for lice.  

5. Treat new additions –new animals introduced can bring parasites, so treating them on 
arrival can help to mitigate their impact. 

6. Re-treatment – most of the pour on treatments will only last 3 weeks and will not kill the 
eggs, so retreating them after that period will kill the newly hatched eggs before they 
can reproduce. Always consult your veterinarian on how to use the product they 
recommend.  

 
This silent killer of production and growth can easily go unnoticed unless you take the time to 
look carefully. Whether you are feeding or bedding pens, a keen eye during chores can help to 
prevent the impacts of external parasites. Following these 6 simple rules will ensure that your 
treatments don’t end in failure and that those gates stay on their hinges.   


