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OVERVIEW 
 
▪ Lichtheimia corymbifera as a cause of abortion in 

a block calving dairy herd. 
▪ Enteric listeriosis in a blue faced Leicester tup. 
▪ Extended-spectrum beta-lactamase – producing 

Escherichia coli K88 causing acute post-weaning 
colibacillosis in pigs. 

▪ An outbreak of trichomonosis in wood pigeons 
(Columba palumbus).   
 
 
 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 
 
The mean temperature for January was 2.1 °C above the 
long-term average, making it the 5th warmest January in 
a series from 1884. Overall, Scotland had 119% of 
average rainfall and 72% of average sunshine with 
central and western areas duller than usual. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CATTLE 
 
Alimentary tract disorders 
 
Six neonatal dairy calves in a herd which generally 
experienced good calf health died after developing 
diarrhoea.  Cryptosporidial oocysts had been detected in 
a faecal sample, but losses continued despite 
prophylactic treatment with halofuginone.  Calves 
remained with their dam to suckle colostrum and were 
only stomach tubed if a problem was identified.  They 
were then fed colostrum for a further two to three days, 
followed by 2 litres of cow’s milk twice a day.  The 
submitted calf had started to scour at two to three days of 
age and died one week later.  Postmortem examination 
confirmed diarrhoea and a ZST result of 5 units indicated 
hypogammaglobulinaemia (results above 19 units are 
considered adequate).  Screening for salmonellosis, 
cryptosporidiosis, rotavirus and coronavirus proved 
negative.  Histopathology identified a multifocal hepatitis 
and leucocytoclastic enterocolitis orientated on smooth 
muscle, suggesting the possibility of infection with 
Listeria monocytogenes.  The detection of small Gram 
positive bacilli within the focal hepatic lesions and the 
muscularis mucosa supported a diagnosis of enteric 
listeriosis.  SRUC VS advised focusing on calving pen 
hygiene, disinfection of stomach tubes/feeding 
equipment, and ensuring good colostrum management.   
A ten-year-old Limousin cross cow was submitted for 
investigation after it became the third cow from a group of 
130 out wintered cattle to waste and die.  It was due to 
calve in April and had been housed two weeks previously 
due to its lean condition.  Postmortem examination 
revealed a cranial peritonitis, with multiple adhesions 
between the liver, forestomachs and diaphragm.  A 20 
cm diameter abscess adherent to the pericardium was 
detected in the caudal mediastinum and a wire, 
consistent with a tyre wire, was found within it.  It could 
not be proved that the three deaths were linked, although 
outbreaks of tyre wire disease have been reported.   
 
Respiratory tract diseases 
 
A 30-month-old Limousin cross fattening heifer was 
submitted for postmortem examination after it became 
the second animal to be found dead in a shed containing 
130 cattle.  The trachea contained clotted blood, the 
mucosa was necrotic and the anterior lung lobes were 
consolidated.   Bovine herpes virus-1 was detected from 
both the trachea and lung by PCR, and bacteriology 
produced a mixed growth of Mannheimia haemolytica 
and Pasteurella multocida. The cattle were a mixture of 
homebred and bought in animals that had been sourced 
from multiple holdings.  Both deaths involved purchased 
animals that had been on the holding for five months but 
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DISEASE ALERTS 

The following conditions were reported by SRUC VS 
disease surveillance centres in April 2019. Given 
similar climatic and production conditions, they could 
also be important this year. 
 

Rickets in hill breed hoggs wintered on dairy 
farms. 
Affected animals are usually reluctant to move 
and may be recumbent or have a stiff gait and/or 
angular limb deformities with swelling of the 
metaphyseal regions.  Cutaneous production of 
Vitamin D is reduced or lacking in the winter 
months.  Rapidly growing hoggs, particularly 
those overwintered on dairy pastures, are at risk 
of developing rickets if dietary sources are 
insufficient.   

Neonatal pulpy kidney in lambs. 
This should be a differential diagnosis for 
sudden death in neonatal lambs, particularly in 
flocks that do not practice clostridial vaccination.  
The detection of a pericardial effusion and 
cerebellar coning, together with detection of 
epsilon toxin in small intestinal contents would 
support the diagnosis.  In other cases, such 
changes are not present at postmortem 
examination and brain histopathology may be 
required to confirm the diagnosis. 
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had not received any vaccines.  The homebred animals 
had been vaccinated against RSV, PI3 and IBR.   

A significant pneumonia problem was investigated 
through multiple postmortem examinations and a farm 
visit.  Multiple pathogens were identified including bovine 
respiratory syncytial virus, Mannheimia haemolytica, 
Pasteurella multocida, Histophilus somni and 
Mycoplasma bovis.  Histopathology also confirmed acute 
interstitial pneumonia with evidence of chronic airway 
damage and fibrosis which likely predisposed to this.  
Multiple risk factors were investigated on farm and 
following discussion with the farmer and private vet the 
actions included focussing on colostrum management, 
improved record keeping, avoiding the use of one shed 
which was poorly ventilated, improving weather 
protection in several open sheds, alteration of the 
vaccine protocol, and ensuring that incoming heifers 
were mixed with the adult herd for as long as possible 
before calving.   
A malpresented embryo transfer Limousin calf was 
delivered by caesarean section.  It initially seemed bright 
but became severely dyspnoeic and was euthanased 
seven hours later.  The dam appeared to be acting 
aggressively towards it and trauma was suspected based 
on postmortem examination findings of haemorrhage 
around the brain stem.   However, histopathology 
revealed immature renal glomeruli, inhalation of 
meconium and pneumonia associated with this. 
Dysmaturity, parturition related anoxia and foreign body 
inhalation of plant fragments and milk leading to 
bronchopneumonia were considered to have contributed 
to its death.  
 
Reproductive tract conditions 
 
Three cows aborted over a five-day period in a block 
calving dairy herd, but no gross abnormalities were 
detected in the three submitted foetuses.  Only one 
placenta was available and had a leathery, thickened 
appearance.  Bacterial cultures of FSC were unrewarding 
but a pure culture of the fungus Lichtheimia corymbifera 
was isolated from the placenta.   Histopathology revealed 
a necro-suppurative placentitis and Grocott-Gomori 
methenamine silver staining of the placenta identified a 
small number of lesion-associated fungal hyphae.  
Lichtheimia corymbifera is a recognised cause of bovine 
abortion1 and the forage was considered the most likely 
source.  This case highlighted the value of submitting 
placenta where ever possible in abortion investigations.   

Nervous system disorders 

A 10-year-old Limousin bull was noted to be losing 
condition and becoming progressively weaker on its hind 
limbs over a period of several weeks. There was no 

improvement following antimicrobial treatment and it was 
euthanased after becoming recumbent. Paralysis of the 
left ear was also reported.  Postmortem examination 
detected severe, chronic  degenerative changes in both 
stifle joints (Fig 1), and an abscess in the left middle ear 
(Fig 2) which would have resulted in ear droop through 
compression of the facial nerve.  Cultures of both sites 
remained sterile.  In older bulls degenerative joint 
changes can result in an inability to breed successfully.2   
 
 

 
 
Figure 1 – Degenerative joint disease in the stifle of a 

Limousin bull 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2 – Inner ear abscess in a Limousin bull 
 
 
Renal diseases 
 
A 13-year-old Highland cow with a three-day history of 
inappetance and diarrhoea died after failing to respond to 
treatment with an anthelmintic, flukicide and 
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antimicrobial.  Postmortem examination found that the 
liver was swollen, orange and friable, with small numbers 
of disintegrating Fasciola hepatica in the gall bladder.  
There were large deposits of yellow-tinged internal fat.  
The kidneys were pale and focal areas of congestion 
were noted in the lungs.  Salmonellosis was suspected 
but the only potentially significant bacteriology result was 
the isolation of Mannheimia haemolytica from the spleen.  
Histopathology confirmed fatty liver but also revealed 
lesions of nephritis and focal mycotic pneumonia.  It was 
suggested that anorexia associated with these had 
predisposed to fatty liver syndrome which was 
considered an unusual diagnosis in this breed.    

Circulatory system disorders 
 
A nine-month-old Aberdeen angus stirk died following an 
episode of suspected pneumonia.  It had been treated for 
pneumonia as a young calf and was the only loss in a 
group 110 housed animals.  The lungs were 
oedematous, but not consolidated on postmortem 
examination.   An excess volume of straw-coloured 
serous fluid was found within the thorax and pericardium, 
and subcutaneous oedema was present in the 
submandibular space and along the ventral neck.  The 
liver was swollen with a nutmeg appearance (Fig 3).  
These findings suggested a diagnosis of cardiac failure 
and examination of the heart revealed an endocarditis 
lesion originating on the right atrioventricular valve and 
filling the ventricle (Fig 4).  SRUC VS commented that 
this would be expected to be a one-off case rather than a 
group problem.    
 

 
 
Figure 3 – Nutmeg liver typical of cardiac failure 

 
 

 
 

Figure 4 - Valvular endocarditis lesion in a stirk 
 
 
SMALL RUMINANTS  
 
Parasitic diseases 

A farm made three submissions of Scottish blackface 
hoggs over a ten-day period to investigate ongoing losses 
in a group of 1000 animals housed in three sheds.  The 
hoggs had arrived in November and approximately 25 had 
died with higher numbers latterly.  Silage and an 
oat/sugar beet pulp blend was fed.  Six animals were 
examined, and all were very thin.  The primary problem 
was parasitic gastroenteritis with significant burdens (> 
20,000 worms) of Teladorsagia and Trichostrongylus spp. 
recovered from the abomasa and small intestines of all 
cases.  Lung consolidation/abscessation and 
Dictyocaulus filaria were also evident.  Mannheimia 
haemolytica and Pasteurella multocida were isolated from 
the lungs of two hoggs, and Pasteurella multocida from a 
further three.  Trace element testing was carried out in 
two cases and liver selenium levels were below the 
reference range in both – 0.57 and 0.4 mg/kg dry matter 
(DM) (reference range 0.9 to 3.5 mg/kg DM).  The hoggs 
had been treated with a benzimidazole drench prior to 
moving farm and it was advised that efficacy testing 
should be carried out on the farm of origin.  Weighing a 
subset of the hoggs at intervals while housed would have 
flagged up the issue at a much earlier stage.  
 
Alimentary tract disorders 
 
A nine-month-old blue faced Leicester tup was found in 
lateral recumbency and died within an hour.  A group of 
ten tups had been housed five weeks earlier on a diet of 
sugar beet pulp, hard feed and haylage, but still had 
access to outdoors.  Ammonium chloride was added to 
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the ration daily and there was concern that too much had 
been fed the previous evening; however, none of the 
remaining animals were ill.  Postmortem examination 
detected patchy inflammation of the abomasal mucosa 
and marked enlargement of the mesenteric lymph nodes.  
1 mm diameter white spots were visible through the 
serosa along the whole length of the small intestine.  
These corresponded to small areas of mucosal erosion 
(Fig 5), and shreds of mucosa were visible within the 
intestinal content which was liquid.  Listeria 
monocytogenes was isolated from the liver, lung and 
mesenteric lymph node indicating septicaemia, with only 
mixed growths recovered from the ileum.  Histopathology 
confirmed a focal, necrotising leucocytoclastic 
thrombosing and fibrinopurulent enteritis orientated on the 
mucosa overlying the gut-associated lymphoid tissue.  
These findings were typical of enteric listeriosis although 
the distribution and severity were unusual.  The 
abomasum contained several handfuls of fine grey grit 
and it was suggested that the outdoor area was inspected 
for evidence of disturbed soil in case this was the source 
of the bacteria.   
 

 
 
Figure 5 – Lesions of enteric listeriosis in the jejunum 

of a tup 
 
Reproductive tract conditions 
 
Twin foetuses and one placenta from the second Suffolk 
ewe in a small flock to abort were submitted for 
investigation.  Inclusion bodies typical of Chlamydia 
abortus elementary bodies were seen in smears made 
from the placenta and the stomach contents of both 
lambs.  Gram positive bacilli were also observed in the 
stomach contents of the second lamb, and 
Campylobacter jejuni was isolated. Both pathogens are 
significant causes of ovine abortion and are potentially 
zoonotic.   
 

PIGS  
 
Alimentary tract disorders 
 
Acute post-weaning colibacillosis was confirmed in two 
five-week-old pigs that died suddenly, from a unit where 
in-feed antimicrobials had recently been removed from 
the post-weaning diet.  Both pigs had evidence of acute 
enteritis and histopathology indicated that the coliform 
attachment was widespread and severe. Two different 
haemolytic Escherichia coli were isolated from each pig.  
One was K88 positive and the other typed as pathotype 
F18, StaP, STb and STx2.  The K88 isolate had an 
extended-spectrum beta-lactamase (ESBL) phenotype.   
ESBLs are currently uncommon in UK livestock but can 
confer resistance to a large number of beta-lactam 
compounds.  They therefore have significance for animal 
and public health.  
 
BIRDS 
 
Wild birds 
 
Members of the public reported finding a significant 
number of sick and dead wood pigeons (Columba 
palumbus) in a local forest park.  Two birds were 
submitted for examination and white caseous lesions 
were found in the oropharynx, oesophagus and crop (Fig 
6).  These lesions were considered to be consistent with 
trichomonosis and it was advised that this posed no risk 
to either people or dogs.  Wood pigeons can act as a 
reservoir of Trichomonas gallinae, strains of which can 
vary in pathogenicity.  Introduction of a pathogenic strain, 
high bird density and/or poor food availability can be 
implicated in disease outbreaks.3 
 

 
 
Figure 6 – Trichomonosis lesions in the oropharynx 

and oesophagus of a wood pigeon 
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MISCELLANEOUS 
 
A four-year-old male alpaca was noticed to be unsteady 
on its feet, became recumbent after 24 hours and died 
soon after.  Postmortem examination detected three 3cm 
diameter soft masses within the lungs (Fig 7), and excess 
cerebrospinal fluid was also noted around the brain.  
Histopathology revealed large areas of expansile 
necrotising, histiolymphocytic and fibrosing pneumonia 
containing very numerous fungal hyphae.  
Neuropathology confirmed a concurrent severe histiocytic 
angiocentric encephalitis, with intralesional fungal hyphae 
giving a final diagnosis of mycotic pneumonia and 
meningoencephalitis.  Aspergillus fumigatus was isolated 
from lung tissue confirming the aetiology.  Mycotic 
pneumonia has been described in alpacas following 
ulceration of the third compartment of the stomach.4  
Multiple irregular raised nodules were described in the 
third compartment of this case however histopathology 
was not carried out.  It is possible that previous mucosal 
damage has provided a route of entry for the Aspergillus 
fumigatus. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 7 – Cut surface of a nodule of mycotic 
pneumonia lesion in an alpaca 
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Cause of Death In Adult Cows Submitted For Postmortem Examination 

 
Adult cow mortality rates are a useful indicator of cow welfare and should be included in the herd health review.  An 
accurate diagnosis of the cause of death is essential to allow preventative action to be taken and limit further losses.    
 
Over the past five years, the number of cows (≥ two years of age) submitted to SRUC VS for postmortem examination 
has been fairly stable from year to year (Fig 1).  A total of 592 diagnosable submissions over this time period resulted 
in a diagnostic rate of 79 percent.   
 

 
Figure 1 – Number of adult cow postmortem submissions by year 

 
 
Small peaks in submission numbers were seen in May and September (Fig 2) but were not linked to increases in 
grazing associated conditions such as hypomagnesaemia.   

 

 
 

Figure 2 – Number of submissions by month 
 

 
A total of 139 different diagnoses were recorded and the ten most common clinically significant disease processes for 
beef and dairy cows are shown in Figure 3.  According to the June Agricultural Census 2019 
(https://www.gov.scot/publications/final-results-june-2019-agricultural-census/) 70 percent of the 593,200 cows in 
Scotland are beef cattle.    59 percent of submissions were from beef herds suggesting that either they are less likely 
to die; or less likely to be submitted for investigation when they do.   
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Figure 3 – Most common clinically significant disease processes in dairy and beef cows      
 
Hypomagnesaemia and black disease were the most common diagnoses in beef cows.  Both conditions are 
preventable, highlighting the importance of an early accurate diagnosis.  Dairy cows appeared more at risk of 
circulatory system disorders such as caudal vena cava syndrome and rupture of uterine arteries.  Different feeding 
systems and management practices could explain some of these differences.   

The gastrointestinal disease category accounted for 6.3 percent of diagnoses and includes abdominal catastrophes 
such as caecal, mesenteric torsion and intussusception.  By nature, these are likely to be sporadic events.   
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