
Small Ruminant Mastitis 

Subclinical mastitis is a common reason for reduced milk quality due to elevated somatic cells counts 
(SCC). High SCCs reduce shelf life and the quality and quantity of milk proteins leading to reduced cheese 
yield. Milk production and milk quality is not only important for dairy animals, but also the vigor and 
survivability of dam reared lambs and kids.  

The mammary gland has multiple layers of defense against bacterial invasion, including physical, 
mechanical, and soluble/immune defenses. Somatic cells are present in uninfected mammary glands. 
They consist of mostly macrophages and range between 50,000-300,000 cells/mL with some epithelial 
cells (goats tend to have more epithelial cells in their milk than sheep or cows). The predominant 
somatic cells in infected mammary glands are neutrophils and they can be found as high as 10,000,000 
cells/mL. Over 500,000 cells/mL would typically indicate an immune response. Identifying animals with 
subclinical and clinical mastitis is important for proper care and management. The California Mastitis 
Test (CMT) can greatly facilitate identifying sheep and goats with subclinical mastitis. 

Bacteria that cause mastitis are typically classified by how they are exposed (i.e contagious vs. 
environmental). Examples of contagious bacteria are Staphylococcus aureus, Mycoplasma spp., and 
Streptociccus agalactiae. Environmental pathogens may originate from the skin of the teat such as 
coagulase negative staphylococci spp or the bedding/manure such as coliforms, etc. Most 
environmental pathogens respond to treatment or are self-limiting infections. Contagious mastitis tends 
to respond poorly to therapy and it is critical to manage these animals separately or remove them from 
the herd in order to prevent further spread. 

Proper maintenance of the milking machines and milking hygiene is important for the prevention of 
mastitis. The recommended procedure for preparing the udder for milking in dairy animals is as follows 
(http://www.nmconline.org/milkprd.htm): 

• Check foremilk and udder for mastitis 
• Wash teats with an udder wash solution; pre-dip teats in an effective product (prevents 

environmental mastitis) 
o Contact time 20 – 30 sec, pre-dip removed to avoid milk contamination  
o Total udder prep time ~ 60 sec 

• Dry teats completely with an individual towel 
• Attach milking unit within 1 minute after the start of stimulation 
• Should be applied to a clean dry teat 
• Goats typically milked out in 5-10 min 
• Adjust units as necessary for proper alignment 
• Shut off vacuum before removing unit 
• Post-dip teats immediately after unit removal with an effective product (prevents contagious 

mastitis) 

  

 


