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INTRODUCTION 

Abortions can be a serious problem for smallholder dairy farmers.  Financial losses include: loss 

of a calf, loss of the breeding cost for the animal, treatment costs if the aborting animal gets sick, 

increased time between calvings with low milk, and lower income with this milk production. 

 

Sometimes abortions happen because the cow is pregnant with twins or there is a genetic defect 

of the calf.  We have no way of preventing these types of abortions from happening.  Other 

times, abortions happen because the cow has an infection or eats a toxin.  These are types of 

abortions that you can prevent, as explained below.  

 

 

 

 

 

MAIN CAUSES OF ABORTION IN CATTLE IN KENYA 

 

#1 Parasites (such as Neospora) 

The most common germ that causes abortion in Kenya is a parasite called Neospora.  Dogs that 

eat the placenta and calf then carry the germ and shed it in their feces for a month after infection 

and when their immune system gets weaker.  If cattle fodder or dairy meal is contaminated with 

feces from these infected dogs, they eat the germ and become infected with Neospora- this is one 

way that other cows become infected and more abortions happen. Infected cows can also give 

birth to normal looking infected calves. 

Control:   

 Do not allow dogs to eat placenta or aborted calves.   

 If placenta or calves must be fed to dogs, they must be cooked first.  

 Do not allow dogs to have access to the manger or feed storage areas.   

 Placentas should be buried deeply to prevent doge from eating it 

 

#2 Viruses (such as Bovine Viral Diarrhea virus) 

The second most common germ that causes abortion in Kenya is a virus called BVD. Cows can 

get this germ from other cattle on your farm or other farms. This virus is common and can cause 

not only diarrhea and abortion but also birth defects, pneumonia, weakness and poor growth. 

Some cows can die from it, while others can recover and develop immunity against it. 

Control:  

 Do not let your cows come in contact with other people’s cows, especially a sick cow.   

 If you buy a new cow, keep her separate from your other cows for 3 weeks. 

 Consult with your veterinarian about vaccine options.  

  

Placenta and aborted calves can have the germs that caused the abortion so they 

should be burned, buried deep (4 feet), or cooked before feeding to other animals. 



#3 Bacteria (such as Brucella) 

This germ is responsible for approximately 10% of abortion in Kenya. Your cow can become 

infected by an infected bull at breeding. Usually cows will abort only once in their life due to this 

germ.  Humans handling aborted fetus or placenta or drinking unboiled milk from an infected 

cow can develop chronic undulating fever or a testicle infection. 

Control: 

 Use Artificial Insemination rather than bull breeding.   

 Always boil milk before drinking it 

 Consult with your veterinarian about vaccine options.  

 

#4 Toxic Exposure (such as Grivellia flowers or nuts) 

There are many sources of toxins that may injure or kill a developing calf in the uterus.  Sources 

of such toxins can be weeds, flowers and fruit from Gravellia trees, and moldy or rotten feeds.   

Control: 

 Do not feed weeds or Grivellia, and especially not the Grivellia flowers/nuts. 

 Do not feed moldy or rotten feeds. 

 

#5 Systemic Diseases (such as severe toxic mastitis) 

Any time a cow becomes severely ill, when they stop eating, have a sudden drop in milk 

production, and/or have a fever, there is a chance for abortion. This can happen if the cow’s 

immune system does not have enough “fighter cells” to prevent the infection from reaching the 

calf, and most calves are too weak to handle the infection. 

Control: 

 Adequate nutrition and good body condition score (not skinny) as described in previous 

chapters will ensure a strong immune system to fight infection. 

 Calling the daktari as soon as you notice a pregnant cow is sick will reduce the amount of 

time the cow is ill, which reduces the chance of abortion. 
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Strategies for Preventing Abortions 

 Ensure pregnant cows are in good body condition so they stay healthy and strong. 

 Feed only good feeds, and no weeds, Grivelia or moldy feed. 

 Do not allow dogs in cattle feed areas. 

 Best to burn or bury (deep hole – 4 feet) placentas to stop dogs from eating them.  

 If placenta/fetus is fed to animals (can be risky), it should be cooked before feeding.   

 Use artificial insemination for breeding cows. 

 Keep new cows separate from pregnant cows for three weeks after purchase 

 Discuss a vaccination strategy with your veterinarian to prevent abortions.  

 Not using dewormers with albendazole during the first month of pregnancy 


