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Atypical Pneumonia – Mycoplasma bovis
As we approach the end of summer again, the rate and severity of pneumonia across the practice does not 
seem to have reduced in the recent months. In next month’s issue we will highlight typical calf pneumonia 
but this time we would like to bring your attention to the less typical pneumonia caused by Mycoplasma 
bovis.  Mycoplasma are very small bacteria which exist in more than 125 different species. There are about 
12 that affect cattle but few cause disease other than Mycoplasma bovis.  

 Mycoplasma bovis causes pneumonia in calves and less commonly ear infections (otitis media) 
resulting in a head tilt.  In older animals it can also cause arthritis, mastitis and pneumonia, but 
these are much less commonly diagnosed. Eye infections (infectious keratoconjunctivitis) and 
abortion are an even rarer possibility. You may, however, have experience of Mycoplasma weyonii 
causing swollen hocks in adult cows. 

 We still see high respiratory rate and efforts, high rectal temperatures and no appetite with a nasal 
discharge and coughing. Wheezing and crackling can be heard over the lung fields. In chronic cases, 
areas of consolidation (no air can pass through) can be identified in the lobes nearest the heart (in 
the picture).  

 Things that make you suspect Mycoplasma: 

o Early infection (as early as a few days old) 
but can be later onset 

o Not responding to normal pneumonia 
treatment protocol 

o Drooping ears and/or a head tilt 

This nasty pathogen is a real pain and has several 
defence techniques which include: 

 It has no cell wall so most of the main antibiotic 
groups are not effective (penicillins and ceftiofur etc. disrupt the cell wall in order to kill or stunt 
the bacteria) 

 It can change its surface proteins. These proteins are how the calf’s immune system recognises it as 
a bacterium and so it can go undetected until it has already caused severe disease 

 It can also produce a sugar matrix (biofilm) as another hiding mechanism from the calf’s immune 
system and from antibiotic treatments 

So how do we confirm Mycoplasma and prevent cases if it is this difficult to work with?  

As with all pneumonia agents keeping calves dry, well ventilated but not in a draft, well fed and in clean 
environments are the best ways of reducing infection. Blowing straw over pens, damp beds and dirty 
feeding equipment would be the first areas to eradicate. Mycoplasma is an increasingly common cause of 
mastitis and the feeding of waste milk is a common means of initial infection. 

Zoetis are running a free scheme to assess the level of Mycoplasma and so we can take bloods from 5 
calves over 12 weeks old. Costs are only time and travel. If you want to look at all the pneumonia agents 



then it is a subsidised fee of £13.45 per calf. This is a very useful exercise to decide which bugs you have on 
farm and how best to proceed. Speak to us at the practice about this service. 

Once we have confirmed Mycoplasma on farm we can suggest an antibiotic to target it correctly. Sadly, as 
it is such a troublesome bug there are no vaccines and so prompt treatment is key to prevent respiratory 
cripples or deaths. 

Heifer Rearing – You Cannot Improve What You Don’t Measure  
 
In line with looking at the calving age of heifers at 
the KPI benchmarking meeting we are delighted 
to be able to launch the weighing programme. 
Once we have an idea of how calves are 
performing we can effectively and efficiently 
target how to change the farm protocol. The use 
of average daily live weight gains will almost 
certainly save you money. Targeting the high 
conversion efficiency age of a calf will mean you 
spend less on forage and wormers in later life and 
will have a heifer in the herd for several 
lactations more, this can yield up to 1000 litres 
extra per lactation. 
 

Every Heifer Counts  
How it works?  
Tailored package according to farm needs 
Assessment on first visit: 

 Colostrum check if required 

 Calf housing  

 Feeding regime 

 Disease levels  

 Weighing at 6 weeks maximum intervals 
 

Please ring Tamsin on 07715 062 413 or at the 
practice on 01452 543 999 to discuss how to 
implement the heifer programme on your farm

Good Spend vs. Bad Savings 
The current pressures on livestock farming and dairying in particular have never been greater. Reducing 
costs is the immediate reaction; however care is needed not to make the position worse by cutting the 
wrong costs. Consolidation, in areas of management is important to make every cow as efficient and 
healthy as possible. 

 Fertility – this is the main driver of herd efficiency and routine visits are important to get cows in 
calf as soon as possible whilst detecting fertility based diseases in time so as not to lose time in 
peak lactation. Don’t forget the bulls and to check their fertility before it’s all too late. 

 Drug use – ensure your drug use is targeted and prompt. Reduce expensive reactive treatments. 

 Transition cows/rearing calves – don’t overstock any cattle but, as Tamsin has highlighted, 
attention to detail in these areas can bring huge dividends for the life and productivity of the cow. 

 
Farm Technician Services - Richard Jones 
Many of you will have met Richard out foot trimming in the past couple of weeks. As well as foot trimming 
we can also offer a service of disbudding calves and Mobility Scoring cows. In line with some of the 
changes to dairy contracts many of you will find compulsory mobility scoring coming into place and Richard 
can carry out an independent score for you. This will also be a useful tool to target which cows need 
attention. Please contact Richard directly on 07713 395356 to get booked in.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Reminders  
All those interested in either being trained or 
re-trained in Artificial Insemination please let 
us know at the practice as we will be running 

courses in the autumn 
 

Large Animal: 01452 543 999 

 

Women in Dairy! 
This is a new initiative to bring the many 

women working in our industry together with 
regional meetings for training, networking and 

to promote dairy. More information is at: 
www.rabdf.co.uk/women-in-dairy/ 

If you would to join a local group being set up 
then please email 

caroline.groves@genusplc.com 


