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Brief Communication 

An Outbreak of Babesiosis (B. divergens) in a Dairy Herd 
Comprising Different Age Groups of Cattle 
Outbreaks of acute bovine babesiosis affect
ing several individuals within a herd are well 
known among veterinary practitioners and 
farmers within different parts of Sweden. 
Although outbreaks may not occur every 
year, they are feared by the farmers due to 
the unpredictability of the disease, its sud
deness of onset, its rapid course, and the 
high mortality unless treated. Sporadic out
breaks of acute bovine babesiosis comprising 
several animals within a limited time period 
have been previously reported in Sweden 
(Linnaeus 174 7, Bergman & W axberg 1915, 
Heijbe/ 1928), in Finland (Hinderson 1928), 
in Norway as cited by Tambs-Lyche (1943), 
in the United Kingdom (Donnelly et al. 
1970) and elsewhere within the area where 
B. divergens is distributed (Tambs-Lyche 
1943, Purnell 1980). In all of these cases 
groups of animals had been transferred onto 
pastures where clinical cases of bovine babe
siosis were known to occur from areas where 
the disease was rare or had never occurred; 
i.e. unexposed animals were transferred onto 
pastures with Babesia infected ticks. The far
mers first became aware of this situation 
after the outbreak had occurred. 
The outbreak described here is interesting 
because it offers an opportunity to compare 
the morbidity of different age groups of 
naturally infected animals when exposed to 
the same infective source. 
During the spring of 1981 a farmer had 
moved his herd of dairy animals from a part 
of an inland county (W) claimed to be free of 
babesiosis to an eastern county (D) from 
which clinical cases of babesiosis are com
monly reported (Wahlgren et al. 1984). All 
of the animals moved from W to D county 
were born on the original farm in W county. 
Outbreaks of babesiosis had never occurred 

Table I. Number of infected animals (seroposi
tive) and number of animals with symptoms of 
clinical babesiosis in the different age groups. 

Age n Infected Clinical cases 
(years) 

n % n % of infec.tcd 

16 11• 69 9• 82 
2 3 3 100 0 
I 9 6 67 1 17 

28 20 71 IO 36 

• Including the two cows which died from acute 
babesiosis. They were undoubtedly infected al
though they were never tested serologically for 
Babesia. 

on this farm. There were 16 cows 3 years or 
older, 3 heifers 2-2.5 years old, and 9 calves 
11-19 months old. All of these cattle were 
let on one and the same pasture in D coun
ty. The former owner of that farm later 
informed the new owner that cases of acute 
babesiosis had occasionally occurred. Cattle 
had grazed on the pasture every year, in
cluding the preceding summer. 
Within a period of 3 weeks in August 1981, 
10 of the previously unexposed animals ex
perienced acute babesiosis while on pasture 
(Table I). Nine of them were cows and I 
was a l year old calf. Two of the cows died 
despite treatment with kinurid (Acaprin®). 
The symptoms noted were acute fever and 
haematuria. Because of a shortage of hay, 
the animals were kept on pasture until end 
of that autumn; but no more cases were 
seen. 
All survivors were investigated serologically 
for antibodies (lgG) to Babesia divergens 
( Christensson 1987). Nine out of 16 cows -
all 3 heifers and 6 out of9 calves - appeared 
to be seropositive. Despite the fact that 
roughly two-thirds of both calves and cows 
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had been infected (Table I), the clinical 
morbidity was apparently 5 times higher 
among the latter group, and the difference 
was statistically significant (P < 0.05). 
The result is in agreement with previous 
demonstration in Sweden of an inverse age 
resistance to naturally acquired clinical ba
besiosis (B. divergens) (Christensson & 
Thorburn 1987) and with the results from 
own experimental infections with B. diver
gens of cattle of different age categories 
(Christensson & Moren, to be published). 
The morbidity (any sign of clinical disease) 
of the cows was 69 %, which is more than 4 
times more than Donnelly et al. ( 1972) de
scribed from a 8 . divergens infection in a 
herd in England. Inverse age resistance to 
natural infection with other Babesia species, 
e.g. B. bovis and B. bigemina, was first dis
cussed by Smith & Kilborne (1893), and has 
since been discussed by Callow & Dalgliesh 
(1982), and others in relation to field obser
vations in the United States, South America, 
and Australia. 
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