ASK THE VET...

TWO DISEASES WITH

SIMILAR SYMPTOMS

Duncan Berkshire (MA VetMB MSc CertPM MRCVS), from XL Vets Bishopton Veterinary
Croup, explains why rotavirus could be to blame for scouring and piglet mortality

QUESTION:

We are struggling with pre-
weaning mortality within our
400-sow herd. Piglets appear
strong for the first couple of days
but then develop scour and seem
to lose condition rapidly. We are
finding a large proportion of
these are lost due to being laid on.
The scour is often pasty, which we
thought was due to coccidiosis.
We dose piglets for this orally, but
this doesn’t seem to have any
effect. We also vaccinate against
scours yet still seem to have a
problem.

ANSWER:

Scours can present in many differ-
ent ways because there are multi-
ple diseases that can cause the clin-
ical signs, However, it is not neces-
sarily possible to tell what the
cause is just from the appearance
of the scour alone,

Coccidiosis is, indeed, a com-
mon cause of scour in the farrow-
ing house, but is commonly seena
little later than what you are
describing,.

The scour vaccine you are using
is likely to cover against the com-
mon types of E coli and some of
the Clostridial toxins, and these
are also common causes of piglet
scour and mortality.

A further very common cause of
early scours is rotavirus, which
would fit clinically with what you

“The virus acts by
destroying the
lining of the
small intestine,
causing fluid
loss and meaning
absorption of
nufrients is vastly
hindered”
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describe. These diseases are often
seen in conjunction with one
another, which complicates diag-
nosis and obviously may worsen
the clinical effects seen,

Good diagnostics on freshly
submitted pigs to the laboratory
are required to help work out what
you have within your pigs, but
since you are already attempting to
control several of the main causes,
we will discuss the possibility of
infection with rotavirus,

COMMON PROBLEM

Rotavirus infection is a common
problem across all species, typi-
cally causing diarrhoea in
neonates, Rotavirus is widespread
in pig populations, of which there

are three strains that affect pigs.

The good news is that immunity
develops quickly following expo-
sure, although this is only to the
one exposed strain and infection
with another strain can still occur.

The source of infection is the
sow, the environment and other
infected piglets. Around 30% of
sows excrete rotavirus in faeces,
meaning contamination in the far-
rowing house could be high.

The virus survives well in warm
and wet conditions, so a dirty far-
rowing house can also provide the
ideal environment for rotavirus to
survive between batches, Virus can
then be spread between litters by
carrier pigs, vermin and people,

Infection usually occurs within

the first week of life and can cause
diarrhoea, septicaemia and death.
The virus acts by destroying the
lining of the small intestine, caus-
ing fluid loss and meaning absorp-
tion of nutrients is vastly hindered.
The upper small intestine is where
milk digestion takes place, so dam-
age to this area can cause piglets to
become unable to digest milk.

BACTERIAL OVERGROWTH
Undigested food will then pass
through to the large intestine (a
process that shouldn't take place)
and cause an undesired bacterial
overgrowth. More significantly, the
role of the large intestine in reab-
sorbing water is affected as the
undigested food stops water being
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drawn back into the body, causing
diarrhoea.

The diarrhoea associated with
rotavirus is often pasty yellow/
white to watery and clinical signs
persist for between seven and 14
days. Mortality is variable depend-
ing on the age of the piglet.

This diarrhoea leaves the piglet
deficient in energy and reluctant
to feed, resulting in rapid weight
loss. The huge loss of water also
causes dehydration and it is this
which is often the cause of death.
Affected piglets will be weak, cold
and hungry, meaning time spent
around the sow is increased and so
increasing the chance of piglets
being overlaid and crushed.

Additionally, the bacterial over-

growth, combined with the dam-
aged gut, can lead to secondary
bacterial infection and septi-
caemia, both of which are also
likely to cause death.

Rotavirus can be isolated from
the faeces of healthy pigs, so this
alone is not sufficient to diagnose
rotavirus infections. For confirma-
tory diagnosis, a fresh section of
gut is needed to demonstrate the
intestinal damage by the virus, It is
important that fresh intestine is
used as decomposition occurs very
quickly after death, meaning sub-
mission of a live infected piglet is
recommended for the best chance
of diagnosis.

Antibiotic treatment is useful in
controlling the secondary bacter-
ial infection, but will obviously
have no effect against the virus.
This antibiotic cover allows the
piglet time to develop immunity
to the rotavirus.

Supportive therapy is also
important and helps the piglet
recover and will provide energy -
electrolytes provide protein and
glucose along with important
hydration support, while probi-
otics/yoghurt may also be benefi-
cial in certain circumstances. Indi-
vidual support of this nature can
be hugely beneficial.

There is no vaccine available
against rotavirus, so prevention
consists of improving hygiene,
biosecurity and raising sow immu-
nity to improve colostrum quality.

Good hygiene is essential at all
times, but extra effort should be
made to prevent rotavirus spread
where problems are occurring.
Farrowing houses should be run
‘all-in-all-out”  with  thorough
cleaning and disinfection after
every batch.

FAECES REMOVAL

While the farrowing house is full,
ensure it is kept as clean and dry
as possible by regularly removing
faeces and any other source of
contamination. When working
with potentially infected pigs, care
should be taken not to spread the
infection between litters, Disinfec-
tion of boots, hands and equip-
ment is advised, and scouring
piglets should be handled last to
avoid  contamination  before
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handling any uninfected pigs.

Sow immunity is determined by
many factors, which include sow
condition and nutrition, along
with any background diseases
causing immunosuppression and
stress. Immunity can also be pro-
moted by feeding back rotavirus
to the sow prior to farrowing,
known as controlled exposure.
This is something that you should
consult your vet about as it may
not be suitable for your farm
depending on other diseases that
may be present.

Rotavirus can be a very costly
disease due to increased mortality
and reduced weaning weights.
Additionally, any disease that dam-
ages the gut will reduce feed effi-
ciency for a significant period of
time following the insult. Meas-
ures made to control rotavirus are
likely to have benefits toward
improving hygiene and will help to
prevent many diseases that are
common in the farrowing house,
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The Fender has unique extemal liffing handles
which makes it much easier to fit and move.
Balanced perfectly, this design gives the operator
total control when installing the fender.

A 3 year field test has shown : Ark
* Improved mortality rate

+ Wormer in winter and cooler in summer

* Much reduced condensation saving on straw

* Improved durability

* Increased light and space for pigs and stockmen
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