Spring nightmare for Otago family

Calving during a cold wet spring can be stressful at the best of times. Add an outbreak of cryptosporidiosis among the calves and you’ve got real trouble. Then have the disease transfer to a couple of your young children and you have a truly nightmarish time in store.

That’s exactly the scenario that was faced by Charmaine and Kevin Blair two years ago at the start of their first 50:50 sharemilking season near Tapanui in South Otago.

First, it was the calves. Veterinarian Bianca Mackintosh of VetSouth Gore attended the scouring animals and it was not long before she was able to confirm cryptosporidiosis as the culprit. At that time, no treatment other than rehydration with electrolytes was available, and 12 calves died before the Blairs managed to stabilise the affected calves. An electrolyte that could be mixed with milk helped the calves keep their strength up and gain weight.

“It was diabolical,” Charmaine recalls. “We just couldn’t control it at first and we were going down to the shed four times a day to feed them. In the end we managed to save a few of the sick ones.”

And then her children were hit. First it was four-year-old Jack, who was hospitalised in Dunedin for two days with vomiting and diarrhoea. Six-year-old Billy was the next to be struck down and he was hit even harder. Because of initial concerns that there may be norovirus in Dunedin Hospital, Billy was hospitalised in Invercargill, not Dunedin. He was laid up for five days.

“Our family was really split up then!” Charmaine says the children’s grandmother, farm employees and neighbours came to the rescue as the two parents shuttled to and fro to hospital to be with their unwell sons. The Blairs also have an older daughter and their youngest child was only four months old at the time.

“Billy absolutely hated it. He’s a skinny kid at the best of times, and this really knocked him back. Having to wear a nappy in hospital was the last straw for him.”

The illness of his sons had special resonance with Kevin, who had been struck by Salmonella not long previously, losing 10kg in just a week.

Charmaine says the cryptosporidiosis infections were confirmed by the hospital diagnostic lab, but she is not sure how the two boys contracted the disease. However, they were frequent visitors to the calf shed so the link to the ill calves is highly likely. Local authorities tested their bore water – the parasite Cryptosporidium parvum is often water borne – but it tested clear.

“It was a very rough spring that year with snow on the ground during calving. The extra stress of that may have had something to do with the outbreak.”

Charmaine says there is not much beyond good shed hygiene that can be done to prevent another outbreak, while commonsense hand washing is the order of the day at home. “Our children are very conscientious about that now!”

After the outbreak they cleared out the calf shed, sprayed it with disinfectant and readied it for the next season. She’s grateful that there is now a product available through her vet – Halocur® – that can be used to effectively treat calves suffering from Cryptosporidium scours. 

Fortunately the 2009 season was much kinder, with only one scouring calf and no more cases of cryptosporidiosis among animals or people. As 2010’s calving season approaches, the Blairs are confident they’re now much better prepared to deal with any recurrence of the disease. It’s a nightmare they really don’t want to revisit.

	Halocur is a unique new product from Intervet/Schering-Plough Animal Health that acts specifically on Cryptosporidium parvum, significantly reducing the severity of scours caused by this organism and reducing the excretion of infected oocysts from sick calves.

Up until now the only way to treat calves with scours caused by Cryptosporidium has been to tackle the symptoms by re-hydrating them with electrolytes. Halocur now allows vets and farmers to treat the cause of the problem.

Halocur comes in a 490 mL container with a special bottle-mounted applicator. For the prevention of diarrhoea caused by Cryptosporidium parvum, treatment of at risk calves should start within 24 hours of birth. To treat diarrhoea caused by Cryptosporidium parvum, therapy should start within 24 hours after the onset of clinical signs. Treatment is oral, once daily, for 7 days, directly after feeding.

Halocur is only available from your veterinarian.
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