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THE Soil Association has called 
on DEFRA to publish interim 
results of its testing for MRSA 
in pigs and to also introduce 
a comprehensive testing pro-
gramme for the superbug in 
other farm animals.

The appeal comes in response 
to the fi rst three cases of farm-
animal MRSA in humans in the 
UK. The cases were identifi ed 
by the Scottish MRSA Reference 
Library and reported in The Sun-
day Post on June 1.

The report claimed the MRSA 
strain – known as ST398 or NT-
MRSA – had been “spreading 
rapidly across continental Europe 
and other countries”, affecting 
farm animals and humans. How-

ever, the strain has not previously 
been seen in the UK.

According to the Soil Associa-
tion, a “high proportion of pigs 
and other farm animals” in the 
Netherlands are carriers of the 
strain, and there have been 
many cases of humans becoming 
colonised due to contact with 
animals, before developing seri-
ous MRSA infections. Last year, 
approximately 30 per cent of 
all cases of human MRSA in the 
Netherlands were ST398.

In June 2007, the Soil Asso-

ciation warned that farm-animal 
MRSA would spread to Britain 
unless urgent action was taken, 
but its calls to test British pigs 
were refused by DEFRA. Testing 
eventually began on January 1 
due to an EU requirement for all 
member states to test some of 
their pigs for MRSA.

Soil Association policy advisor 
Richard Young said: “It is regretta-
ble the Government has allowed 
this problem to develop, when 
action at an early stage could 
have nipped it in the bud.”

He said although ST398 was 
“no more serious than existing 
strains of MRSA”, it was resistant 
to different antibiotics and doc-
tors would fi nd it more diffi cult to 
select an effective drug quickly.

“In some cases this could be 
the difference between life and 
death,” he said. “It is also likely 
to increase the overall number of 
MRSA cases in humans, because 
farm animals are kept in such large 
numbers on intensive farms and 
constitute a growing reservoir of 
this superbug worldwide.

“We suspect MRSA has now 
been found in British pigs. DEFRA 
must publish the results of testing 
as these become available. There 

 DOG LAWS: DEFRA has 
published a leafl et that aims 
to provide “clear, concise and 
accessible information” about 
laws relating to dogs that are 
dangerously out of control and 
those that are banned. Animal 
health minister Jeff Rooker 
said: “Recent tragic cases of 
dog attacks underline why we 
need to give absolute clarity to 
anyone who owns a dog on their 
responsibilities under the law. 
This new leafl et explains to dog 
owners, and people who come 
into contact with dogs, how the 
law prevents irresponsible dog 
ownership. It is important that 
people understand the law as 
this may deter irresponsible dog 
owners from allowing their dogs 
to be dangerous.” The leafl et 
is available online (at www.
defra.gov.uk/animalh/welfare/
domestic/dogs.htm). DEFRA is 
also developing a booklet to 
provide guidance to those who 
enforce such laws, including 
police and local authorities. 

 COURT RULING: The 
High Court has ruled that 
Norbrook’s attempt to prevent 
a former employee from join-
ing the Pfi zer sales team is 
unenforceable. Norbrook had 
sought to restrain Pfi zer from 
employing an ex-Norbrook 
staff member, Rebecca Adair, 
due to a 12-month restriction 
in her contract with Norbrook 
that applied from the date she 
left the company. However, 
the judgement found that this 
restriction was unenforceable. 
Another restriction in the con-
tract, which prevented Ms Adair 
from dealing with Norbrook’s 
customers, was allowed in 
part. The judge also ruled that 
Norbrook had to pay part of 
Pfi zer’s and Ms Adair’s costs for 
taking the case to trial. 

 PUMP: The Ismatec range 
of tubing pumps has been 
extended with the introduction 
of the Ecofl uidic pump, avail-
able through Michael Smith 
Engineers. According to the 
company, the pumps are suit-
able for dispensing most sensi-
tive and delicate liquids used 
in laboratory, pharmaceutical 
and biotechnology applications, 
or wherever “reliable, low-cost 
pumping with optimum steril-
ity” is required. Visit www.
michael-smith-engineers.co.uk 
for further information.
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A VET’S quick thinking – prompted by a news report 
in Veterinary Times – may have saved the life of a dog 
that presented with advanced clinical signs of Angio-
strongylus vasorum (French heartworm) infection.

After reading the report in the April 14 issue 
– which highlighted the increasing problem of A vaso-
rum in dogs – vet Saskia Krawczynski called for help 
when she encountered a one-year-old whippet with 
advanced symptoms of the frequently fatal condition.

Ms Krawczynski, from the Chase Veterinary Centre 
in Hastings, was presented with the patient only a 

day after reading the VT article. She was previously 
unfamiliar with angiostrongylosis in dogs.

The animal was unable to stand and had not eaten 
for several days. Signs of coagulopathy were predomi-
nant, along with a bilateral conjunctival haemorrhage 
and a partial paralysis of the hindquarters, which 
suggested bleeding into the spinal cord – symptoms 
that had been mentioned in the VT report.

Concerned about the dog’s chance of survival, Ms 
Krawczynski immediately contacted Veterinary Times 
and was put in touch with Bayer’s technical veterinary 

advisor, Chris Field, who, based on 
his experience, recommended an 
appropriate course of treatment.

Ms Krawczynski had initially 
given the dog’s owner a very 
guarded prognosis, due to its obvi-
ously poor health. 

She explained: “However, once 
on treatment, the dog’s health 
improved very quickly. I subse-
quently saw the dog twice, at weekly 
intervals, and a recent telephone 

conversation with the owners confi rmed that the 
dog had fully recovered.”

When a case such as this was identifi ed, Mr Field 
suggested it was good practice to examine any other 
dogs sharing the same environment, as it was “highly 
likely” that they would have been exposed to the 
infected intermediate hosts. 

He added: “Implementation of a long-term treat-
ment strategy for at-risk dogs is advisable where 
A vasorum has been confi rmed in the environment.”

Report prompts rapid angiostrongylosis action

Saskia Krawczynski (right) encountered a 
canine A vasorum case a day after reading 
the article in Veterinary Times (above).

PUSH FOR EARLY RESULTS OF 
FARM-ANIMAL MRSA TESTING

can now be no excuse for not 
also initiating a comprehensive 
testing programme in the UK to 
establish the full extent of MRSA 
in British farm animals.”

The association is pushing for 
the publication of interim results, 
as it believes fi nal results will be 
unavailable until they are collated 
and published by the European 
Commission in mid-2009.

Dramatic changes
Backing the Soil Association’s 
concerns, Bella Moss Foundation 
founder Jill Moss said the MRSA 
charity would also like to see the 
results from UK pig farms.

She told Veterinary Times: 
“The MRSA situation is changing 
dramatically with new strains 
now emerging in the community. 
The big question is: where are 
they coming from? Hospitals 
and laboratories need to be alert 
to the possibility that ST398 can 
occur in case they are missing it. 
The news that there have been 
three cases of ST398 in humans 
– with an indirect connection 
between the patients, and with-
out an obvious farm connection 
– shows us how unpredictable 
these pathogens can be.”

Ms Moss questioned the need 
to test other species, because 
there was no evidence to suggest 
MRSA was present in all farm 
animals, but added: “If this study 
shows there is a signifi cant prob-
lem, we could consider screen-
ing the vets and farm workers 
who have close contact with 
these animals, to see if colonisa-
tion is going back and forth.”

A DEFRA spokesman said the 
department was unaware of any 
direct link between the three 
human cases and livestock.

He said: “An EU survey of 
breeding pigs is in progress to 
assess the prevalence of MRSA 
and of Salmonella in Great Brit-
ain. It started in January 2008 
and will conclude in December 
2008. Once the survey is com-
plete, and the results have been 
analysed, it will give a representa-
tive picture of the situation across 
the [UK] breeding pig popula-
tion. The provisional results to 
date are negative for MRSA, but 
the survey is still in progress.” 

He also confi rmed that the 
VLA had tested 940 clinical iso-
lates of Staphylococcus aureus 
from cattle in 2006/2007 – all of 
which were negative for MRSA.

An adult A vasorum.
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A WORKSHOP on syringomyelia 
in cavalier King Charles spaniels has 
culminated in a number of proposed 
actions to tackle genetic welfare 
problems in companion animals.

The workshop – held at the House 
of Lords – brought together vets, 
geneticists, representatives of national 
and regional breed clubs, The Kennel 
Club, breeders and owners to review 
measures in place to tackle genetic dis-
eases that can compromise the welfare 

of companion animals. Held two years 
on from the publication of a report 
by the Companion Animal Welfare 
Council (CAWC) on genetic disease, 
breeding and welfare, the workshop 
focused on syringomyelia – a disease 
caused by a hereditary mismatch of 
brain and skull size that can occur in the 
cavalier King Charles spaniel and some 
other toy dog breeds.

CAWC hoped to identify further 
steps to tackle syringomyelia, while 

reviewing strategies and the roles of dif-
ferent organisations. It said the informa-
tion could also highlight principles and 
approaches relevant to genetic welfare 
in other companion animals.

Actions proposed included:
 Ensuring collaboration took place  
between breed clubs and The Kennel 
Club to fi nd ways to make more health 
and welfare information available.
 Collaboration between breed club 
representatives and scientists study-

ing the epidemiology and genetics of 
syringomyelia to devise a scheme for 
collection of data on the epidemiology 
of the disease, to be used in the pursuit 
of its control or elimination.
  Further debate on the merits of the 
three possible approaches to tackling 
such problems, which were: breed-
ing to reduce or eliminate prevalence 
within the breed; outbreeding (crossing 
with other breeds); or ceasing to breed 
at all from potential carriers.

A spokesman for the council said: 
“CAWC will be looking to facilitate 
[further debate] and looks forward to 
hearing of timescales for, and progress 
with, the other two initiatives.”

Further strategies outlined at the 
syringomyelia workshop included the 
development of genetic tests and inter-
net-based mate-selection advice, initia-
tives for education and the provision of 
better information on health and welfare 
for prospective owners. 

Syringomyelia strategies relevant to genetic welfare
The Soil Association called for earlier MRSA testing of British pigs.
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Saskia Krawczynski (right) encountered a 

VETERINARIANS have been
warned that apparently healthy
dogs with undetected cases of
canine angiostrongylosis could
easily bleed to death during
routine surgery.

According to authorities in the
field, even the process of taking
a blood sample could potentially
lead to massive haemorrhaging
– through no fault of the vet or
VN performing the procedure.

Speaking at a series of CPD
meetings on the epidemiologic,
diagnostic, therapeutic and clini-
cal aspects of the condition, Sheila
Brennan and Jakob Willesen said
that clinical symptoms were very
often not apparent until the lat-
ter stages of the disease. They
warned that infected dogs could
appear to be perfectly healthy
until it was too late.

Ang iost rongy lus vasorum

(French heartworm) is passed
to dogs through the ingestion of
infected snails and slugs, which
act as hosts to the worm larvae.
The larvae then migrate from
the dog’s intestine to the heart 
and lungs, where they develop 
into adult worms.

Symptoms of angiostrongy-
losis are varied, but include
coughing, depression, weight
loss, fits, diarrhoea, vomiting and
persistent bleeding from insig-
nificant cuts. The latter symp-
tom is due to coagulopathy, a
disorder where the blood fails
to clot normally.

Ms Brennan, from University
College Dublin, told Veterinary

Times: “The parasite typically
causes disease in dogs less than
two years of age and a significant
proportion of them will have
coagulopathy, which can present
in a number of different ways. It
can also be potentially fatal for
the dog in question.

“One of the real ly scary
things we’ve heard during the
talks we’ve given in the past
few weeks is more than one
report of dogs bleeding for pro-
longed periods of time after
routine surgery, such as spaying
or castration. Some of those
dogs have died.

“I’ve even seen one case
where a dog had broken her
toenail and bled for about three
days. By the time she came in
to us, she was so anaemic she 
needed a blood transfusion.”

As well as incidents following
surgery and minor mishaps, Dr
Willeson, from the faculty of
life sciences at the University of

paralysis of the hind quarters,
with no possible cure.”

Despite the potential serious-
ness of the disease, discussions at 
the six Bayer-run CPD meetings 
revealed that British vets were
not particularly knowledgeable
about angiostrongylosis and its
symptoms – a fact that was
attributed to its previously low
prevalence in the UK.

Cases spreading
In the past few years, the dis-
ease had been confined to the 
south-west and Wales. How-
ever, the CICADA survey saw
15 per cent of practices report
suspected or confirmed cases
during 2006, showing that
– while relatively uncommon
– the disease had spread further
across England and as far north
as Durham. Areas of particularly
high prevalence include the
south-west, London, Bristol and
Northern Ireland,

know there are some nasty para -
sites in other parts of the world,
but we don’t expect a worm to
kill dogs in Britain and Ireland.”

Dr Willesen added: “I hope
the tour we’ve recently done in
England has some impact. I’ve
seen the impact in Denmark.
With the increased awareness
of our colleagues, they tend to 
refer the dogs earlier – but they
are aware that the parasite exists
and know to test for it.”

The routine test for A vasorum
is the Baermann test, where
a dissolved faecal sample is
examined for the presence of
parasite larvae. Delegates at the
CPD meetings discussed the
possibility that vets in areas of
high prevalence routinely tested
for the parasite before surgery
– although it was also suggested
that a blanket treatment for the
disease was better and cheaper.

Advocate has been licensed
for the treatment of A vasorum

A VASORUM: SEEMINGLY FIT 
DOGS ‘CAN BLEED TO DEATH’
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