Biosecurity in Practice Series

Heifer Development

A Guide to Biosecurity in Heifer Development

Biosecurity, the actions taken to prevent transmission of disease causing agents, is
often overlooked in many herds and heifer-rearing operations. Biosecurity becomes
increasingly important with trends for beef and dairy operatorsto introduce cattle that
are not home-raised and to rely on commercial heifer devel opersto raise replacement
cattle. Beef and dairy
farmers have concerns that
custom-raised heifers could
present health risksto their
operations. Similarly, heifer
growers should be
concerned that calves
arriving at their farms may
spread disease to other
heifersin their operation, or
will later pose health risksto
the herdsthey enter. Heifer
developers can manage
biosecurity risks so that they
raise heifersand maintain
cattle herdsthat arelesslikely
to become exposed to, or e e
transmit, disease.

Thefollowing examplesillus-
trate how biosecurity manage-
ment might prevent thetrans-
mission of these specific dis-
eases. Thesearegeneraliza-
tions; you should develop your
biosecurity management plans
with your veterinarian.
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BOVINE VIRUS DIARRHEA (BVD)

Risk Assessment —A cuteinfection with bovinevirusdiarrheavirus (BVDV) damagestheimmune
system and causesreproductivelosses. Animportant sourceof BV DV to many herdsistheintroduc-
tion of animalsthat were exposed to thevirusasafetusand born persistently infected (P1). Cattlethat
arePl withBV DV may appear healthy but expose herdmates, through continua shedding, tothe
virus. A single Pl anima can expose many animasin aherd under theintensive management of typical
dariesand heifer—grower businesses. Thegreatest risk
for lossesdueto acuteinfection and creation of new Pl
fetusesisby exposing pregnant cattieto BVDV.

Biosecurity M anagement

Removereservoirs—A hopefor controlling BVDV
transmissonliesinremovingdl Pl calvesbefore
they can expose breeding age heifersto thevirus.
Pl calvescan beaccurately identified by staininga
skintissue samplefor thevirus (ear—otch test).

I mprovehost immunity —Vaccinesadministered
after materna antibodieshavewaned (usually by 3—
4 months of age) may reduce disease dueto acute
BVDV infection, but may not prevent al fetal infections.

Reduceeffective contacts— Segregation of pregnant and breeding stage cattle from other age
groupsmay help prevent fetal infectionsunlessaPl animal isaready among thoseanimals.

o
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NEONATAL CALF DISEASES

Risk Assessment —Intheir early lifeamost al calvesare exposed to the common agentsthat cause
scoursand pneumonia(e.g. rotavirus, coronavirus, cryptosporidia, Escherichia coli, Pasteurella
spp.). Somefarmshave severe outbreaks of illnessand death in young cal ves dueto these agents
and othersrarely seeacase. Thedifferenceislargely dueto biosecurity management.
Biosecurity M anagement
Removereservoirs—Not alikely strategy! The agents of these diseasesare everywhere. Reser-
voirsof infection are other calvesand theenvironment. A biosecurity planfor neonatal calf
illnessesmust rely onincreasing host resi stanceto disease and minimizing effective contact with
older calvesand acontaminated environment.
I mprovehost immunity —Absorption of antibodiesfrom colostrumisthe most important factor to
increase host resistance, but may not beinthe heifer grower’scontrol. Antibody absorption can
be measured to eval uate theimmune status of incoming calves. Calf providersthat reliably

supplement col ostrum should berewarded.
Reduce effective contacts— Neonatal calves should beisolated from direct and indirect contact

with other calves. Feeding equipment must be effectively sanitized between uses, and pensmust
be cleaned beforethe next calf enters. Workers should movefrom youngest to oldest animals.
Provideenough air movement to remove pathogen’'sfromthecalf’sairspace. Fliesmay transmit
these agentsand insect control isimportant.
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BOVINE LEUKOSIS

Risk Assesment—Many cattleinthe United States areinfected with bovineleukosisvirus (BLV).
However, few of the cattleinfected with BLV ever exhibit clinical signs. Unfortunately, apositivetest
often preventsthe sale or movement of cattle because of regulatory or condition—-of—salerequire-
ments. Thevirusistransmitted to other cattlethrough thetransfer of virus-nfected whiteblood cells.
Thevirusmay betransmitted to other cattle through contaminated i njection needles; dehorning,
tattooing, or surgical instruments; or other methodsthat may transfer blood cellsbetween animals.

Biosecurity M anagement

Removereservoirs—-Thehelfer grower cannot prevent theintroduction of BLV infected calves
unlessthe calvescomefrom herdsthat have demonstrated that they do not have positivetesting
adult cattle. Milk frominfected animalsisapotential reservoir: feed colostrumfromdamto calf
and usemilk replacers.

I mprovehost immunity —Novaccineagainst BLV isavailable.

Reduceeffective contacts-Thetransfer of white blood cells between animals can be prevented by
using syringe needlesand pal pation deeveson only oneanimal, practicing non—bloody dehorning
methods, and sterilizing tattoo and surgica instrumentsbetween animas. Whether or not biting
insectstransmit bovineleukosisiscontroversia, but insect control seems prudent.

JOHNE’S DISEASE

Risk Assessment — Cattlewith Johne's disease exhibit chronic, incurable diarrheaand weight | oss.

| nfection with the agent Mycobacterium par atubercul osisoccursin young calves, but infected cattle
do not becomeill until yearslater. Diagnostic testsfor M. paratubercul osisinfection are not infor-
mativefor screeningindividuals, but therearereliabletesting strategiesto determinetheinfection
statusof herds. Theagent may survivein manure, water, or soil for many months.

Biosecurity M anagement

Removereservoirs—Thereisno way to know if calves entering afarm areinfected with M.
paratuberculosisunlessthey arrivedirectly from aninfected herd. Itispossibleto accurately
identify dairiesunlikely to beinfected. Many statesare now considering how to implement
such aplan.

I mprovehost immunity —You cannot reliably immunize calves against Johne’'s Disease. In
some statesavaccine against M. paratuberculosisisavailablefor usein calveslessthan 35
daysof age; however, the vaccinewill not prevent infection and itsuseis controversial and
not widely recommended.

Reduceeffective contacts— Because they are ableto segregate heifersfrom exposureto the
manure of infected adult cattle, some heifer-growers can supply alower percentage of M.
paratuberculosisinfected heifersthan somedairy farmersraise. Thiscan beachieved if
most calvesarrive at the heifer-grower operation uninfected (early segregation from exposure
sources) and effective contacts are prevented during heifer rearing. Effective contactsare
reduced by segregating heiferslessthan 6 months of agefrom older animals, preventing fecal -
oral contact of calveswith milk or manure from older animal's, and segregating young calves
from surface water or pasture where older cattle have been.
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The biosecurity principlesare simple and few, but how they are applied isthe difference between
successand failure. Clinical evidence of Johne'sdiseaseisrarein heifers, yet the heifer grower
phase may bethebest timeto prevent new infections. Ironically, bovineleukosisis spread most
easlly in herdsthat arethe most intensively managed. Every single* needle-in—a-haystack” Pl
reservoir must be eliminated to control BVDV transmission, yet to control calf scours and pneu-
moniawe strive to see that every calf isexposed to asmaller dose of pathogens.

If farmers are concerned about disease transmission in their herds, then biosecurity management
can pay dividends. Effective biosecurity management requiresan assessment of what diseasesare
of concern, what the effective control pointsare, and knowledge that the resulting increasein
heifer value outweighsthe costs. For many heifer grower operations biosecurity remainsa
management nicheyet to befilled.

Herd Biosecurity Plan
Veterinarian:

Disease Concerns

Risk Factors

Management Actions

Monitoring Results
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