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BOVME TUBERCULOSIS IH THE URITED STRTES
JAMES H. STEELE, Veterinary Director*

T ubercu losis in ca ttle  h as  continued to decline, 
except during World War II, since  the inauguration 
of the F ederal control program known as the Ac­
credited  Herd P lan  of Bovine T ubercu losis Erad­
ication in 1917. In 1917 i t  was offic ia lly  estim ated 
that 5 percent of the ca ttle  of the Nation were 
infected  with most of the animal infection concen­
trated  in the N ortheast and Midwest dairy S tates. 
In some of the older dairy sec tio n s, 50 to 100 per­
cent of the ca ttle  were infected. By 1934 the 
infection rate had dropped to 1.1 percent and by 
November 1940 all the counties of the United 
S ta tes had become modified accred ited  areas with 
le s s  than one-half of 1 percent of the ca ttle  reac t­
ing. It was estim ated that le s s  than 0.4 percent 
of the dairy cows and 0.05 percent of the beef 
ca ttle  were infected  in 1940.

The U. S. Department of Agriculture, Bureau of 
Animal Industry, reports that for the 12-month 
period ending June 30, 1950 there were more than
9,000,000 ca ttle  te s ted  of which 0.19 percent or 
17,733 were reacto rs. T h is  is  p rac tica lly  the same 
percentage found during the p a s t two years but 
lower than 1945 — 1947 when the rate rose  to over
0 .2  percent.

The Meat Inspection D ivision of the Bureau of 
Animal Industry reports all c a se s  of animal tuber­
cu lo sis  to the F ederal and State tubercu losis  
control o ffic ia ls. T h is enab les these  o ffic ia ls  to 
locate  centers of infection especia lly  in those 
areas where little  testin g  is  being done. Even 
though only 25 percent of the ca ttle  found to be 
tuberculous can be traced to the farm of origin, 
during the p a s t year, according to reports of the 
Meat Inspection D ivision, S tate o ffic ia ls  were

A n im al w h ic h  sh o w ed  a  p o s i t iv e  r e a c t io n  to  a  tu b e rc u lin  t e s t .  
N o te  tu b e rc u la r  l e s io n  u n d e r l e f t  e y e .

Photo courtesy of
Georgia Department of Agriculture.

able to locate  300 additional tuberculin reacto rs 
on farms from which infected  anim als had gone 
to market. Most local health  departm ents have 
cooperated by reporting c a se s  of bovine tubercu­
lo s is  when they are found in anim als slaughtered  
under their supervision. All local health author­
i t ie s  should be concerned with th is  problem and 
the follow-up of infected  c a se s . T h is  is  especia lly  
true in regard to milk producing herds. It is  recom­
mended that all local health  departm ents report 
evidence of animal tubercu losis to the S tate health 
agency for t r a n s m i t t a l  to the State livestock  
san itary  board or State veterinarian.

Beginning January 1, 1951, the requirem ents of 
A ccredited Herd P lan  will p rescribe that all ani­
m als except range anim als be te s ted  once every 
6 years in order to be reaccred ited  as .tubercu­

♦ C h ie f , V e te r in a ry  P u b l ic  H e a lth  S e rv ic e s .  
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T u b e rc u la r  le s io n s  in  lym ph  g la n d  o f c o n d em n ed  m ea t.

Photo courtesy of Georgia Department of Agriculture .

lo s is  free. In some c a se s  it w ill 
a lso  be necessary  for the re­
ac to rs  to be le s s  than 0.2 per­
cen t instead of 0.5 percent as  was 
formerly required. The requirem ent 
for te s tin g  of a ll anim als every 
6 years is  a big s tep  toward erad­
ica tio n , but the 6 -y e a r  te s tin g  
period w ill not be acceptab le  to 
a ll  health  departm ents andoffic ia ls 
charged with milk san ita tion  en­
forcem ent. Many communities 
w ill continue with their present 
p o lic ie s  of annual or biannual 
te s tin g . N aturally, milk sheds 
which import a large number of 
replacem ent cows w ill find their 
reac to r rate higher than areas 
which ra ise  a ll of their rep lace­
ment cows or which import few 
cow s. Most health  departm ents 
w ill find tha t an in te lligen t study 
of the p r e v i o u s  records on 
bovine tubercu losis testin g  will give them valuable 
fac ts  on which to base their future re te stin g  re­
quirem ents. Some communities w ill find annual 
testin g  s till  ju s tif ied  while others can wait 2 or 
3 years between te s ts .

T ubercu losis in other dom estic anim als has 
also declined in the p a s t 30 years but not as 
sign ifican tly  as in ca ttle . The ra te  among the 
swine inspected  at abatto irs under F ederal super­
vision has declined from 15 percent to 10 percent. 
Most of the p resen t infection in swine is  attributed 
to the avian type of infection which is  common in 
central United S ta tes. O ccasionally  bovine and 
human types of infection are found in sw ine, but 
the former h as  declined with the lowered incidence 
in ca ttle , and the human type has seldom been 
found except in hogs fed on raw garbage from 
sanatorium s. Fortunately , avian tubercu losis 
rarely if ever cau ses  d isease  in man. It will cause 
d isease  in swine and will sen s itiz e  c a t t le 'to  reac t 
to the tuberculin te s t. Among old poultry flocks, 
ra te s  of infection will run very high, sometimes 
all the birds over 2 years of age being infected. 
Dogs, horses, ca ts , goats, and sheep are suscep­
tib le to tubercu losis but in the United S ta tes 
these  a n i m a l s  are seldom reported as being 
infected.

The incidence of bovine tubercu losis is  much 
higher in countries other than the U nited S tates 
except Sweden, Norway, and F in land . In Great 
Britain it  is  estim ated that 15 percent of the 
ca ttle  are reacto rs. In 1945, in B ritish  ab a tto irs , 
32,822 cattle  were found to have generalized  
tubercu losis and were condemned. On the C ontinent 
the tubercu losis rate in anim als is  even higher. 
In Germany i t  is  sta ted  that 35 percent of the cows 
are infected. The h ighest ra te  is  reported in Poland 
and E astern  Europe. No real efforts have been 
made to carry on an eradication  program on the 
C ontinent because of the alleged economic cost. 
C onsiderable time h as been devoted to vaccine 
research  without successfu l re su lts  except in 
herds where the infection rate  i s  over 50 percent.

The United S ta tes is  fortunate to have brought 
the d isease  under control and so close to eradi­
cation , The economic and public health  lo s se s  
in Europe, South America, and A sia  provide a 
good yardstick  to m easure our good fortunes. The 
effort to eradicate th is  d isease  will require the 
cooperation of everyone who is  concerned with 
the d isease : boards of health , departm ents of
agriculture, and livestock  sanitary boards. Com­
placency will defeat the campaign. A lertness will 
be rewarded with su ccess .
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