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Isolation of Haemophilus somnus from dairy cattle in KwaZulu-Natal. An
emerging cause of ‘dirty cow syndrome’ and infertility?

R D Lasta, M D Macfarlaneb and C J Jarvisa

Haemophilus somnus has been reported
worldwide as a cause of clinical disease in
cattle. This bacterium is known to induce
various clinical syndromes in cattle in-
cluding thromboembolic meningo-
encephalit is (TEME), pneumonia,
arthritis, tenosynovitis, vaginitis, endo-
metritis, abortion, conjunctivitis and
myocardial abscessation1,2,4–7.

Kitching et al. isolated H. somnus from
cattle for the first time in South Africa in
association with clinical disease, when
they described an outbreak of TEME in
a feedlot outside Pietermaritzburg,
KwaZulu-Natal3. Since then, little has
beem published on H. somnus in South
Africa, and there have been no confirmed
reports of involvement in reproductive
disease of dairy cattle in this country.

Reproductive disease complexes associ-
ated with H. somnus infection are infertil-
ity and abortion4,6,7. Infertility is largely a
consequence of the endometritis syn-
drome, which is characterised by a
purulent vaginal discharge, usually with
an accompanying red granular vaginitis
and cervicitis, after natural service1,6,7. The
pathogenesis of this endometritis is

believed to be related to the ability of
H. somnus to adhere to the zona pellucida
of developing embryos, causing embryo-
nal degeneration7. H. somnus is able to in-
duce detrimental effects in bovine
embryos, reducing survival rates, with-
out causing significant uterine pathol-
ogy7. Abortion, on the other hand, is a re-
sult of hematogenous spread of H. somnus
from other tissues to the foetus1,2,4,6.

In KwaZulu-Natal, the first isolates of
H. somnus from purulent vaginal dis-
charges were made in 1995, from a farm in
the Midlands with a serious fertility
problem. From 1995–1999, H. somnus was
isolated from reproductive tracts of cows
with severe cervicitis and mild vaginitis
from 11 other dairy farms fairly close to
the original farm. More recently, during
November/December 2000, isolates of
H. somnus were obtained from some cows
with purulent vaginal discharges in 3
separate herds in East Griqualand. A
common denominator was that all of
these herds used only bulls, or pick-up
bulls, to serve cows.

Laboratory diagnostic procedures were
performed on each farm to exclude other
potential pathogens, including bacteria
(Campylobacter, Arcanobacterium), proto-
zoa (Trichomonas), fungi and viral agents
(herpesvirus, bovine viral diarrhea virus).
Serum metabolic profiles failed to reveal

any distinct mineral imbalances or defi-
ciencies.

Clinically-affected cows that received
intra-uterine treatment with 2400 mg
oxytetracycline recovered well. Intro-
ducing periods of sexual rest and imple-
menting AI to replace natural service
resulted in improvement of pregnancy
rates in recenty-calved cows. However, in
previously-infected cows the culling rate
for chronic infertility was unacceptably
high. On the farms that persisted with
natural service after treatment, preg-
nancy rates dropped further, with in-
creased returns to service, and H. somnus
was consistently isolated from discharges
of cows in these herds.

In the light of these findings, the role of
H. somnus as a potential cause of or
contributer to the ‘dirty cow syndrome’
certainly needs further investigation. The
next logical step would be a case-control
study, but unfortunately the economic
implications of such a study cannot be
met by an industry already under severe
pressure.

REFERENCES
1. Harris F W, Janzen, E D 1989 The Haemo-

philus somnus disease complex (hemo-
philosis): a review. Canadian Veterinary
Journal 30: 816–822

2. Kitching J P, Bishop G C 1994 The
Haemophilus somnus disease complex in
cattle. In Coetzer J A W, Thomson G R,
Tustin R C (eds) Infectious diseases of livestock
with special reference to southern Africa Vol. 2.
Oxford University Press, Cape Town: 1135–
1142

3. Kitching J P, Bishop G C, Mapham P H 1985
Thromboembolic meningoencephalitis
diagnosed in Natal. Journal of South African
Veterinary Association 56: 97–98

4. Little P B 1993 The Haemophilus somnus
complex. In Howard J L (ed) Current
veterinary therapy, Vol. 3. WB Saunders, Phil-
adelphia: 546–548

5. Quinn P J 1994 Clinical veterinary micro-
biology. Wolfe, London

6. Radostits O M 1994 Diseases caused by
Haemophilus and Moraxella spp. In Radostits
O M, Blood D C, Gay C C (eds) Veterinary
medicine: a textbook of the diseases of cattle,
sheep, pigs, goats and horses. Baillière Tindall,
London: 819–820

7. Yaeger M, Holler L D 1997 Bacterial causes
of bovine infertility and abortion. In
Youngquist R S (ed.) Current therapy in large
animal theriogenology. WB Saunders, Phila-
delphia: 364–369

0038-2809 Jl S.Afr.vet.Ass. (2001) 72(2): 95 95

aVetdiagnostix – Veterinary Pathology Services, PO Box
13624, Cascades, 3202 South Africa.

bHowick and Hilton Veterinary Clinic, PO Box 95, Howick,
3290 South Africa.

Received: April 2000. Resubmitted: January 2001.
Accepted: March 2001.

ABSTRACT
Haemophilus somnus was consistently isolated from vaginal discharges of dairy cows
submitted from field cases of vaginitis, cervicitis and/or metritis in the KwaZulu-Natal
Midlands during the period July 1995 – December 2000 and from the East Griqualand area
in November/December 2000. The purulent vaginal discharges, red granular vaginitis and
cervicitis, and pain on palpation described in these cases was very similar to that reported in
outbreaks of H.somnus endometritis syndrome in Australia, Europe and North America. In
all the herds involved in these outbreaks, natural breeding with bulls was employed.
Although there was a good cure rate in clinically-affected animals treated with
tetracyclines, culling rates for chronic infertility were unacceptably high. Employment of
artificial insemination in these herds improved pregnancy rates in cows that had calved
previously, but many cows that had formerly been infected failed to conceive.
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