1. Why do we sometimes see “outbreaks” of clinical mastitis in wet conditions?

There are two broad elements to the risk of an individual quarter developing a mastitis infection.  

The first element of risk is simply a numbers game – the more bacteria near the teat end, the greater the chance of an infection.

The second part of the risk is the ability of the teat to resist bacteria entering and causing an infection.

Obviously, after wet weather, there is often an increased amount of water, mud and faecal material contaminating teats. Not only will this dramatically increase the number of environmental bacteria on the teat skin, but it also has an effect on the number of other mastitis-causing bacteria on the teat skin and near the teat end.

Healthy teat skin is coated with a protective mantle of fatty acids that slows the growth of bacterial pathogens.  In cold, wet and windy conditions, this coating and its protective effect can be quickly lost.

Furthermore the skin of machine-milked teats can become scaly, irritated or chapped, and coupled with the loss of the protective surface coating this allows growth of bacteria such as Staph aureus. 

Cold, wet or muddy conditions also induce hardening or thickening of teat skin. Mud, as it dries, draws moisture from the skin with a consequent loss of elasticity of the teat skin. Under these conditions, small skin cracks, barely visible to the naked eye, begin to develop, and can quickly become bigger cracks when the teat skin is stretched and squeezed repeatedly by machine milking. Even small skin cracks further enhance the growth and survival of mastitis-causing bacteria.

So weather conditions can dramatically affect both risk factors for infection (the number of bacteria on the teat skin, and also the natural defences of the teat), thus increasing the chance of a mastitis infection. And infection can be due to either environmental or common cow-associated mastitis bacteria.

Fortunately, there are strategies that we can put in place to reduce those risks. 
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2. Healthy teats can reduce the risk of mastitis

The risk of mastitis increases dramatically if teats have chaps, cracks or sores. This happens for a number of reasons. 

Firstly these areas of damaged skin are good hiding places for bacteria to escape the action of teat disinfectant. 

Secondly, thickening or roughness of the skin around the teat opening (teat end “hyperkeratosis”) reduces the capacity of the teat canal to protect against bugs that penetrate the teat opening.

You can significantly reduce your risk of mastitis by ensuring these effects are minimised in your herd. Each day milking staff should check both the barrel and the ends of some teats after teat cups are removed. 

Teats in good condition are soft, supple and smooth. Signs of damage include red or blue discolouration, swelling or firmness, skin cracks or sores anywhere on the barrel of teats, or rough skin around teat openings.

If more than 1 in 20 teats appears to be damaged, this is a trigger to do some more investigation.

In that case, the first step is to have the herd assessed in a standard, repeatable way. This involves a close inspection of all teats on at least 25 cows, or 10% of the herd for herds of up to 500 cows, and on 50 cows in herds over 500 cows.

Advisers now have a comprehensive teat scoring system for investigating and monitoring teat condition in Australian dairy herds. Teat scoring enables the type of damage and its pattern of occurrence to be specified and provides important clues to the causes of damage.

If you notice early signs of deterioration in teat health, act early and contact your milking machine technician or veterinarian to assess teat condition over the whole herd and help resolve teat problems.
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3. Reacting to the onset of wet conditions

Simple changes to milking management and teat disinfection can make a real difference to the prevention of mastitis infections when the weather suddenly changes for the worse.

It is often not easy to avoid muddy paddocks and lanes after the sudden onset of a wet period, but if your preparation and laneway maintenance has been done, the risk will have been minimised.

When cows enter the dairy, remove excess mud and dirt prior to milking by washing and then drying teats with paper towels before cups-on.

However one of the key opportunities for infection to occur is during the first few minutes after cups off, before the teat canal has fully closed and sealed.

Because this is such a critical period, try to ensure that cows are not left milling around or lying down in areas of mud or excessive faecal contamination immediately after they leave the dairy. These areas will become even more critical after the onset of wet weather, with the potential for huge numbers of bacteria to contaminate the teat skin and teat canal opening.

Prepare for this by cleaning the area immediately outside the dairy exit, and try to ensure that cows can leave the area immediately without needing to spend time in a parking bay or holding yard.

The action of the teat disinfectant will also be critical to reduce the  numbers of bacteria on the teat, and the action of the emollient in the mixture will be important to maintain teat skin condition.

So take a little extra care and make teat disinfection an absolute priority – try to get as close to 100% coverage as possible.

Perhaps even consider extra emollient in the mix for a short period – consult your vet for advice in this regard.

These simple techniques can substantially reduce the risk – and at very little cost.
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