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Just before Christmas 2003, news broke of a Holstein cow with Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) in Washington State.  On December 23, 2003 the World Reference Laboratory in England confirmed that the suspect cow was indeed the first case of BSE in the US.  Subsequently, on December 29, 2003 the case was linked by DNA evidence to Canada, where another cow with BSE had been discovered in May of 2003.

BSE commonly referred to as "Mad Cow Disease” belongs to the family of diseases known as transmissible spongiform encephalopathies (TSE’s).  BSE is so named because of the spongy appearance of the brain tissue of infected cattle, when examined under a microscope. It is a slow progressing degenerative disease that affects the central nervous system (brain and spinal column) of adult cattle. The typical time from when an animal becomes infected until it first shows disease signs of BSE is two to eight years. Following the onset of clinical signs, the animal’s condition continues to deteriorate until it either dies or is destroyed. This process usually takes from two weeks to six months. 

The agent that causes BSE and other TSE’s is not yet fully understood. We do know that the agent that causes BSE is highly resistant to heat, ultraviolet light, ionizing radiation, and common disinfectants that normally inactivate viruses or bacteria.

In the vast majority of cases, the BSE agent has only been detected when cattle are over 24 months of age, and most often the cattle are over 32 months of age (there was one case where the agent was detected in a 20-month old cow). The BSE agent has only been detected in certain tissues of cattle infected with BSE. In cattle naturally infected with BSE, the infective agent has been found only in the brain tissue, in the spinal cord, and in the retina of the eye. The BSE agent has never been detected in the muscle tissue of BSE-infected cattle, at any age.
BSE was first diagnosed in 1986 in the United Kingdom (U.K.) and since then has been confirmed in native-born cattle in many other European countries and, most recently, in Japan. The disease is most likely spread by feeding rendered parts of cattle infected with BSE to other cattle in the form of meat and bone meal. In the USA, the feeding of rendered cattle products to other cattle has been prohibited since 1997. The importation of cattle and cattle products from countries with BSE or considered to be at high risk for BSE and has been prohibited since 1989.

On December 30, 2003 USDA announced additional safeguards to further minimize the risk for human exposure to BSE in the United States (see box below). Beginning immediately, USDA Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS) has prohibited the use of downer cattle for food for human consumption. Through its emergency rule-making powers, FSIS will take additional actions that will become effective on their publication. Planned actions include the required removal of "specified risk materials" (i.e., high-risk materials) from animals aged >30 months at the time of slaughter and withholding the USDA "inspected and passed" mark until negative BSE test results are received for any animal tested. To enhance the speed and accuracy of the response to animal health threats such as BSE, USDA's Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) is working to implement a national identification system to track animals of various species through the livestock marketing chain. USDA also will appoint an international panel of scientists with BSE expertise to provide an objective review of the response to the identification of the BSE-positive cow described in this report and to identify areas for potential improvement of current BSE safeguards. 


There is a human health concern because there are forms of TSE disease (examples: Kuru, Creutzfeldt-Jakob (CJD) and Variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob (vCJD)) that affects humans. In the UK, where an estimated one million or more cattle probably were infected with BSE, the number of cases of vCJD remains small, with 148 probable and confirmed vCJD cases identified as of January 7, 2004. The incidence of new cases is declining. In every case, the infected person lived in a BSE county for an extended period of time. Although the U.S. health risk is low it is not zero.

Despite active surveillance for BSE since May 1990, no previous cases of the disease have been detected in the United States. Other animal TSE’s, such as scrapie (sheep) are present in the U.S. On a herd basis there is no substitute for a sound biosecurity program. For your own safety and the protection of the cattle industry, if you are not sure why an animal is unable to walk, it is a wise practice to contact your veterinarian. 

For more information about BSE refer to the following websites. 

www.bseinfo.org
www.usmef.org
www.usda.gov
www.beef.org
www.aphis.usda.gov/lpa/issues/bse/bse.html
