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Mastitis is the costliest disease for dairy producers. As it is a multifactor 

pathology, mastitis control requires a complete management programme. 

By following certain measures on milk and milking hygiene, it is possible 

to achieve a low level of mastitis on the farm. These measures fall in four 

categories: environmental hygiene, cow hygiene, equipment hygiene 

and personal hygiene and management. 

Hygiene 
for health

by Dr Joséphine Verhaeghe

1.   EnvironmEntal 
hygiEnE

Adopt sound methods of feeding, 
housing, milking and managing cattle

Housing is very important for the 
cow’s welfare as it can be the cause 
of feet pathology, underfeeding 
and stress conditions. Follow these 
guidelines:
•   Respect the density requirements 

– minimum 5 m² per cow for 
laying down and extra place for 
drinking area and passages.

•   Change the litter every day if 
necessary; it must remain dry.

•   Establish a sanitary stop once a 
year to reduce infection pressure. 
Remove bedding and straw; clean 
and disinfect surfaces regularly. 

Renew the bedding materi-
als frequently and paddocks 
clean
Environmental hygiene has a direct 
effect on the level of mastitis. 
Several studies underline the link 
between dirty paddocks and udder 
infections; therefore, house lactating 
cows, heifers and dry cows in clean 
conditions. 

Adopt good fly control for dry cows
Hydrotea irritans can transmit summer mastitis 
pathogens. There are several methods to reduce flies 
on cows. However, the challenge with lactating cows 
is to reduce the number of flies on teats where milk 
rests attract flies. Lesions on the teat orifice may be 
a predisposing factor in the development of disease; 
therefore, use a teat dip containing a proven fly 
repellent. It avoids stress and agitation, irritations of 
the teats and transmission of pathogens responsible 
of mastitis. 

2.  Cow hygiEnE
Cow hygiene is essential to prevent mastitis. Even 
a general disease such as lameness influences the 
overall profitability of dairy farms. Reduced milk 
production and increased mastitis occur in herds 
with lameness problems.

There are three dangerous periods when cows 
are more vulnerable to mastitis-causing agents: 
•   during milking, if teat preparation is not optimal
•   after milking, if the cow lies down in dirty area with 

open sphincters
•   during the dry period.

During milking, cows share the milking machine, 
which could lead to contamination from one cow 
to another cow or one quarter to another. Cleaning 
and sanitising the teats before milking is necessary to 
reduce the risk of infection.

Pre-milking hygiene has consequences on udder 
health, milk quality and milk production. Udder 
preparation (30 seconds to 1 minute) allows time 
for the oxytocin reaction, which results in optimum 
milk release during milking. After milking, the risk of 
contamination is high because the sphincter is open 
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// Environmental hygiene has a direct 
effect on the level of mastitis and several 
studies underline the link between dirty 

paddocks and udder infections. ”
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3.  EquipmEnt hygiEnE
The milking machine can be a source of 
infection and lead to increased bactoscan 
results. Therefore, follow a strict cleaning 
protocol. 

For the milking machine and milk tank, use acid 
and alkaline products alternately. Pay attention to 
temperature of the water, time of cleaning, good 
circulation of cleaning solution and concentration 
of the product. These parameters are correlated 
and the optimum combination must be found. The 
most common advice includes:
•   The temperature of the water affects the cleaning 

result. Ensure that the water temperature at the 
beginning of the cleaning is between 65 and 
80°C, and never below 40°C at the end of the 
cycle, otherwise fat and proteins will cling to the 
cleaned surfaces inside the machine and tank.

•   Use an acid cleaner for pipes and tanks and 
alternate with an alkaline product.

•   An acid cleaner removes calcium and iron 
deposits. An alkaline product removes fats and 
proteins. It is formulated to clean and disinfect 
pipes and tanks. The presence of sodium 
hypochlorite provides an excellent disinfecting 
result.

•   Rotation of acid with alkaline products will vary 
the pH, which will stress bacteria and slow 

their development. The frequency of rotation 
depends on the hardness of the water :
-   soft water (<20°dH): use an acid product 

twice a week
-   hard water (>20°dH): rotate every day with 

an acid product.

Use a milking machine that conforms to 
international standards that prevents reverse 
flow or the effect of milk droplets during milking. 
Some teat cup liners are equipped with “shields”, 
which prevent droplets affecting the teat ends 
when vacuum fluctuates in the liner. One-way 
valves, fitted in the claw, in the short milk tube or 
in the teat cup liner reduce mastitis by preventing 
reverse-flow of milk.

and can stay open up to two hours after milking. 
Post-milking teat disinfection is important as it kills 
pathogens that may be transmitted to the skin 
during milking. During the dry period, cow hygiene is 
essential to prevent mastitis at the beginning of the 
next lactation.

Dip or spray teats of all cows in disinfectant 
after each milking.

Choose a teat dip or spray with guarantees 
on its efficacy. Dipping products allow better 
coverage and longer contact between the teat 
dip solution and the teat than spray products. 

Teat skin condition is also a main point 
of a mastitis control strategy. Chapped and 
cracked teats are a perfect environment for 
bacteria to develop: warmth, humidity and 
food are available and are ideal environments 
for Staphylococcus aureus or Streptococcus 

agalactiae to thrive. Thus, the quarter easily becomes 
contaminated: directly (propagation of the germs) or 
indirectly (via milking machine contamination). Apply 
teat dip on three-quarters of the length of the teat 
to moisturise skin and sphincter.

// The milking machine can 
be a source of infection, 

which can lead to increased 
bactoscan results. ”
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4.   managEmEnt and pErsonal 
hygiEnE

Detect clinical mastitis and treat with antibiotic 
preparation under veterinary supervision
•   Check the udder before each milking and compare 

the different quarters. The local signs of mastitis 
are redness, heat, oedema and pain. 

•   Antibiotic administration: wash your hands and 
disinfect the teats before applying the tubes.

•   To avoid subclinical mastitis or relapse, apply at 
least three tubes during three milkings, even if 
there is no more sign of inflammation. 

Give antibiotic treatment to cows at 
drying off
Some pathogens are difficult to treat during lactation. 
The curing rate of Staphylococcus aureus mastitis 
with local antibiotic treatment during milking is only 
around 40%. For this reason, antibiotic treatment is 
only done systematically during the drying period. 
The drying period allows the use of long-acting 
antibiotics without the risk of a longer withdrawal 
period. 

Moreover, after-calving mastitis often appears 
because of infection during the dry period. General 
hygiene, particularly udder hygiene, during the dry 
period is imperative to start a new lactation in good 
conditions.

Keep records and cull cows with repeated clinical 
mastitis

Information on mastitis, cows with infected 
quarters, the period and time of recovery have to 
be analysed when mastitis becomes a herd problem. 
Take the herd information but also individual 
information into account to manage mastitis in the 
herd. Individual figures allow defining the culling 
strategy. Cows with high somatic cell counts are a 
source of contamination. 

Keep hands clean
This is a general management measure but as 
farmers’ hands are directly in contact with the animal 
and the equipment, hand hygiene is directly involved 
in the prevention of mastitis. 
•   Wash your hands before each milking; use a 

cleaning and decontaminating soap.
•   Wear gloves to avoid transmission of pathogens. 

Staphylococcus aureus colonises in fingers cracks 
and can grow in teat fissures and sores.

•   Use a disinfecting alcohol solution certified for 
agriculture and food-processing industry. It is useful 
to wear disposable gloves as it helps to decrease 
infection pressure and transmission from cow to 
cow during milking.
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Dr VerHaegHe is the global head of mastitis control strategy at CID Lines, a Belgium-
based manufacturer of hygiene and cleaning products used in dairy, beef and hog operations. CID 
Lines has developed a new mastitis management programme that helps producers pinpoint the 
cause of mastitis on their individual farms. TDM

ConClusion
Realistic, achievable goals should be fixed. 
For example, less than 3% of new clinical 
cases per month or less than 5% of the herd 
culled yearly owing to mastitis for instance. 
Along with a team of consultants, the mastitis 
management programme is implemented on 
farm level. 


