
NAVAN VETERINARY SERVICES   August Newsletter (Dr. Jean Cyr) 

After a recent herd health visit I was asked to look at an older cow that had several large, firm masses on its sides, 

in front of the shoulders and above the udder. The cow was doing fine up until the last few days when they noticed 

a real drop in milk production.  A quick physical exam showed revealed more masses in the pelvic cavity. The 

diagnosis was lympho-sarcoma, a disease that we see quite often, but seem to underplay its significance. The 

following is a newsletter that summarizes the what, how, why questions that might help to better understand this 

disease.  

Re. Bovine leukosis 

Background      

-Bovine Leukemia virus (BLV) is the agent, it infects white blood cells (WBC) 

- present in approx.. 40% Canadian dairy herds. 

-approx. 30% of infected cows develop lymphocytosis (higher than normal wbc count) 

-approx. 5% of infected cows develop full blown tumours (lympho-sarcoma) 

 

Economic Significance 

One study showed average cost to a herd with 50% prevalence BLV was $6,400 (US) per 100 cows per year.  Losses 

are mainly due to 1. Earlier culling decisions 

                                2. Decreased milk yields 

                                3. Loss of cull cow market 

Clinical Signs 

Tumours can grow in many places on an animal: behind the eyes, along the spinal cord, in the uterus, lymph nodes, 

heart and kidneys. 

Clinical cows can present many different ways depending on where the tumours grow, including protruding eyes, 

chronic bloat, weight loss, drop in milk production, infertility, weakness (hind end paralysis), or variable sized 

tumours under the skin of shoulders, flank and above the udder. 

Transmission 

Because BLV infects white blood cells, any potential transfer of blood from animal to animal can spread the virus. 
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Control 

Strategies to reduce blood transfer (and virus) between cows will help reduce the spread and eventually the 

prevalence of BLV in a herd. Examples: 

1. Use individual, disposable, sterile  needles in between cows 

- Vaccinating, repro. drugs, newborn calf injections    

2. Fly Control. Biting flies can transfer blood and virus between cows 

3. Individual rectal sleeves during herd heath visits 

4. Disinfecting all instruments and tools used on cows and calves that could be exposed to blood, eg. Ear 

taggers, hoof knives, calving chains, esophageal feeders, drenching and lavage hoses. Thorough washing 

with warm water and soap, preferably a disinfectant soap like chlorhexidine. 

5. Colostrum. Feed colostrum from seronegative cows only OR feed artificial colostrum. Begin a frozen 

colostrum bank (1L bags) from known clean cows. 

6. Milk.  BLV can be present in milk from seropositive cows. Feeding milk replacer or milk from seronegative 

cows to calves rather than bulk raw milk. This appears to be a fairly low risk method for BLV spread, 

however never feed bloody milk to calves. 

7.  Direct nose to nose contact, between calves can transfer the virus, but again this is a low risk method. 

Keeping calve out of reach of each other can help. 

8. Testing, especially newly purchased cows. Repeat in 30-60 days.  Calves   6 months and older should be 

tested by blood sample. 

Once cows are infected, they are infected for life. There is currently no treatment or vaccine for this condition. 

Reports from University herds have shown a marked reduction in leukosis positive cows by simply following some 

of these management changes. It does however take time, likely a few years as positive cows eventually leave the 

herd and your new management changes reduce the spread to young animals. The high risk events are the most 

important changes to make… individual needles, washing tools and feeding “clean’ colostrum. The other tips to 

help reduce spread are easy enough to implement as well.   

Also keep in mind that if cows are found with leukosis tumours at a sale barn, they will be condemned.  Inspectors 

are instructed to not allow these cows to enter the food chain. The cows will be euthanized. If you have any 

questions re. the suitability of a cow for slaughter, please ask any one of us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


