
Local Land Services

Caring for livestock 
in times of flood

A flood and its aftermath can pose a unique set of challenges for livestock owners. Initially, it is vital that producers 
prioritize their immediate animal welfare responsibilities by ensuring stock have adequate access to food, water 
and shelter.

Prolonged wet conditions can lead to significant feed shortages, higher stocking densities and intermingling of 
groups of animals that would not normally be kept together. Animals are often physiologically stressed, leading to 
reduced immune system function and have softened feet and skin as a result of prolonged wetting. This combined 
with better survival conditions for bacteria, biting insects and worm eggs and larvae results in a far higher risk 
of disease in flood affected stock. It is important that owners monitor their livestock closely and contact their 
veterinarian if they detect any signs of disease or illness.

Lameness

During flood times, persistent wetting of the feet 
can lead to softening of the hooves and therefore 
an increased risk of trauma such as bruising and 
penetration wounds. This can also lead to bacterial 
infections in the foot itself or the skin of the lower 
limbs. Where possible, efforts should be made to 
keep livestock on drier ground if available. Repairing 
track surfaces, preferencing drier ground, ensuring 
feed rations have adequate fibre content and that 
supplementary concentrates are introduced slowly can 
help to decrease the risk of lameness following a flood 
event. Lame animals should be examined and treated 
by your regular veterinarian. It is important to ensure 
that stock are fit to load before they are transported 
to reduce the risk of worsening lameness and causing 
animal welfare problems.

Internal parasites

Exposure and susceptibility to worm eggs and their 
larvae are increased during flood times. Common 
problems are caused by Barber’s Pole, Ostertagia, 
Cooperia, Lungworm and Liver Fluke. In dry times, most 
adult cattle have sufficient immunity to resist high 
worm burdens but high stress and other concurrent 

disease can suppress this. Young cattle are normally 
prone to high levels of infestation and therefore need 
to be paid particular attention in wet times.

Gastrointestinal worm infestations can cause scours, 
loss of condition, and poor growth rates. Barber’s 
Pole can also cause severe anaemia (pale mucous 
membranes such as gums, eyelids or vulva) whilst 
lungworm can cause respiratory disease in addition to 
reduced production.

Where possible, reducing stocking rates can help 
reduce the risk of disease whilst faecal and/or blood 
examinations can be performed to assess the level 
of infestation. Affected animals should be treated 
with commercial antiparasitic drugs according to the 
product label.

Leptospirosis

Leptospirosis is caused by Leptospira bacteria which 
favor warm, moist environments including water 
logged soil. Floods that occur in the warmer months 
are therefore a particular risk. Infection is spread 
via urine, placental fluid and milk and is contracted 
through ingestion or contact with wounds or mucosal 
surfaces including the eyes, mouth and nasal cavity. 
In young animals, Leptospirosis can present as illness 



with depression, fever, and bloody urine. Infected older 
animals can show no signs, but can also experience 
reduced fertility, late term abortions, still births or 
reduced milk production in the months following a 
flood.

Treatment of affected animals can be instituted with 
antibiotics under veterinary supervision. It is important 
to note that Leptospirosis is a zoonosis meaning 
that affected animals can spread the infection to 
humans. Leptospira infection in humans causes flu-
like symptoms which can become life threatening. 
Vaccinating cattle with 7 in 1 greatly reduces the risk of 
disease in cattle and therefore the risk of exposure to 
humans.

Botulism

Botulism is another Clostridial disease that poses 
a significant threat in the aftermath of a flood. The 
disease is caused by ingestion of Botulinum toxin that 
can be found in rotting plant and animal material where 
it is produced by the bacterium Clostridium botulinum. 
Bones, carcasses, rotting vegetation and silage can 
all pose a threat and the toxin can be ingested either 
inadvertently or, in the case of bone chewing, in an 
attempt to obtain phosphorous in times of deficiency. 
The toxin causes progressive paralysis which is usually 
fatal. When first affected, cattle may drool and show 
paralysis of the tongue. This quickly progresses to 
being unable to stand and eventually, paralysis of the 
respiratory muscles leads to death in 1 to 2 days.

There is no successful treatment for botulism but 
the risk an be reduced by avoiding access to rotting 
plant and animal material. Bone chewing can also be 
prevented by ensuring adequate dietary phosphorus. 
Vaccination against botulism offers reliable protection 
but it should be noted that this is a standalone vaccine 
and must be given in addition to the standard ‘5 in 1’ or 
‘7 in 1’ vaccines.

Yersiniosis (Flood mud scours)

Flood mud scours is an infection caused by the 
bacterium Yersinia pseudotuberculosis. Infections 
usually occur when the weather is cool and a large 
amount of mud covers dry feed. Outbreaks are 
therefore most commonly seen following a flood in 
Winter or early Spring. The disease is usually seen 
in adult cattle and can cause significant numbers of 
deaths when an outbreak occurs. When found early, 
affected cattle can be depressed, off their feed, scouring 
and have a fever. Often, animals are simply found dead.

Treatment of affected animals with antibiotics should 
be performed in consultation with your regular 
veterinarian. In the event of an outbreak, affected 
cattle should be moved to a fresh paddock if possible. 
The risk of disease can also be reduced by locating 
supplementary feed away from areas of high mud 
contamination where practical. Close observation of 
stock during and after a flood gives the best chance of 
early detection and treatment and therefore a better 
prognosis.

Blackleg

Blackleg is a common Clostridial disease commonly 
seen in cattle in NSW coastal regions and poses an even 
higher threat during flood times as a result of increased 
numbers of infective spores in the environment. The 
disease is usually seen as sudden death in young cattle 
(usually between 4 months and 2 years of age). It occurs 
when bacterial spores from the environment enter the 
body via ingestion or wounds. The spores then localize 
in muscle tissue where they lay dormant until the tissue 
becomes bruised (e.g. from yarding or fighting). In 
bruised tissue, the bacteria multiply and produce toxins 
which lead to gas gangrene of the affected muscle, 
severe illness and rapid death.

Affected cattle may show lameness and depression but 
more often than not they are found dead. Animals that 
have died from Blackleg often have gas accumulation 
under the skin of the upper hind limbs or fore limbs, 
undergo rapid decomposition and bloating and are 
usually found lying on their side with the affected leg 
up. If found alive, treatment of affected animals can be 
attempted with antibiotics in consultation with your 
regular vet, however the prognosis is usually poor. 
Blackleg can be easily and effectively prevented by 
ensuring all stock are up to date with 5 in 1 or 7 in 1 
vaccinations.



Mastitis

Dairy herds can experience significant outbreaks 
of mastitis during and after a flood. Often this is 
a combined result of increased environmental 
contamination of the teats as well as the physiological 
stress experienced during inclement weather, reduced 
feed intake and in some cases missed milkings. Where 
possible, attempts should be made to avoid using 
flooded or muddy laneways and paddocks, particularly 
in calving and freshly calved cows. Minimizing 
opportunities for cows to lay down in contaminated 
yards and laneways before and after milking will also 
reduce the incidence of mastitis.

Daily strip testing, whist labor intensive, can allow early 
detection and treatment of clinical cases. Milk samples 
should be collected from all clinical cases at the time 
of detection and prior to any treatment. These can be 
frozen and submitted for microbiological testing at a 
later date if a poor response to treatment is noted. Dirty 
udders should be washed and dried thoroughly with 
a clean cloth or paper towel prior to the application of 
cups. It is also vital to maintain a diligent and effective 
teat disinfection regimen.

Plant toxicities

The aftermath of a flood can increase the risk of some 
plant toxicities. This can be due to reduced feed 
availability forcing grazing of less palatable toxic plants 
such as Green Cestrum. Toxicities can also be caused 
by increased prevalence of certain plants following 
wet weather, as can occur with Noogoora Burr or 
Smartweeds. It can also occur when cattle are moved to 
flood reserves or agistment properties and are exposed 
to weeds they have not previously had access to such 
as Lantana.

Fodder crops can also pose risks of bloat, grass tetany, 
cyanide poisoning or nitrate poisoning, particularly in 
cloudy weather. In the case of suspected plant toxicities 
it is advisable to move cattle to alternative pastures as 
soon as possible and seek veterinary assistance. For 
further information on specific plant toxicities contact 
your Local Land Services office.

Vector transmitted diseases

Populations of biting, flying insects such as Buffalo 
Flies, midges and mosquitos can increase significantly 
following a flood, particularly in warmer weather. In 
high numbers, these insects can cause significant stress 
and irritation which can lead to reduced production. 
Management should be multifactorial and include both 
chemical and non-chemical control methods where 
required. Biting insects can also transmit significant 
diseases such as Three Day Sickness and Pink Eye, 
increasing the risk of outbreaks occurring during flood 
times.

Three Day Sickness

Also known as Bovine Ephemeral Fever, ‘Three Day’ 
is a viral disease of cattle that is spread from animal 
to animal by biting insects. Infection causes fever, 
lethargy, muscle soreness and lameness which can 
lead to recumbency. Most cattle recover uneventfully 
after approximately three days, hence the name. The 
impact of Three Day Sickness becomes significant when 
it causes reduced bull fertility, weight loss, decreased 
growth rates and milk production and occasionally 
abortions. In some cases, when cattle ‘go down’, they 
can suffer prolonged periods of recumbency or even 
permanent paralysis.

It is vital to both the prognosis and the welfare of the 
animal that recumbent cattle receive a high level of 
nursing care or are euthanized on humane grounds. 
Anti-inflammatory drugs can be helpful in clinical cases 
of Three Day Sickness and should be administered in 
consultation with your regular veterinarian. A vaccine 
against Three Day Sickness is available to aid in 
prevention although cattle that have been infected and 
recovered from the disease will usually have lifelong 
immunity. The vaccine is often used on valuable bulls 
and other breeding stock.

Pink Eye

Following a flood event, increased fly infestations can 
contribute to a heightened risk of Pink Eye. The disease 
is caused by a bacterial infection of the surface of the 
eye and can result in reduced production, blindness 
and reduced sale value as well as posing welfare 
concerns. Affected eyes initially appear watery and 
may have blue or white discoloration to the cornea 
or surface of the eye. This can progress to large white 



to yellow ulcerated lesions into which new, red blood 
vessels grow, giving rise to the term ‘pink eye’.

Topical and injectable treatments are available and 
should be used in consultation with your regular 
veterinarian. It is important to bear in mind during a 
flood event that mustering, yarding or trucking animals 
results in close contact that can increase the spread 
of Pink Eye infections. A vaccine is available that can 
reduce the chances of contracting the disease.

Reducing risks in times of flood

In summary, adhering to the following points will help 
mitigate the risks of livestock disease during and after 
a major flood event, helping to ensure as positive an 
outcome as possible for all stock owners.

• Consider moving stock away from flood waters
and pasture with heavy soil contamination where
possible

• Ensure provision of adequate feed (energy,

protein and fibre) and water and introduce any 
supplementary concentrate feeds slowly

• Minimize access to rotting carcasses, vegetation and 
contaminated water

• Drench for intestinal worms and Liver Fluke where 
required

• Vaccinate for Clostridial diseases and considering 
vaccinating against Leptospirosis, Botulism Pink Eye 
and/or Three Day Sickness

Contact your local LLS veterinarian on 
1300 795  299 for further advice or if you 
notice any signs of disease or illness.

Disease condition Signs Prevention treatment 

Blackleg Sudden death from infected 
wounds and change in feed. Vaccine 5 in 1 or 7 in 1 

Leptospirosis Bacterial infection Abortion in cattle and calf illness. Vaccinate with 7 in 1 

Foot abscess/footrot Lameness, affected foot may be 
swollen, red between the toes. Veterinary treatment 

Swollen legs 
Swollen legs from cuts and 
abrasions or standing for long 
periods.

Veterinary treatment 

Mastitis Udder red swollen hot. Veterinary treatment 

Pneumonia Periodic coughing, inappetant 
followed by death. Veterinary treatment 

Woody tongue
Hard, protruding tongue may have 
abscesses around the head and 
neck.

Veterinary treatment 

Flood scours 
Yersinia infection, which causes 
an explosive diarrhea followed by 
death. It is also called flood scours.

Veterinary treatment 

Salmonellosis Bloody diarrhea followed by death. Veterinary treatment 

Botulism 

Animals can’t get up. This looks 
like milk fever. Very low muscle 
tone. Results from eaten rotten 
vegetation.

Veterinary investigation. A 
preventative vaccination is also 
available.
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