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USDA APHIS Begins “National Milk Testing Strategy” For HPAI/H5N1 in Dairy Herds

USDA Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) has recently announced “a new Federal Order, as
well as accompanying guidance, requiring that raw (unpasteurized) milk samples nationwide be collected and
shared with USDA for [HPAI/H5N1] testing.” This will be the National Milk Testing Strategy (NMTS).

The entire announcement can be found at: https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2024/12/06/usda-
announces-new-federal-order-beqgins-national-milk-testing

The HPAI testing will begin with samples of milk from processing facility storage silos

“USDA will co-host information sessions for all state animal health officials and state dairy regulators the week
of Dec. 9 to learn more about the National Plant Silo Monitoring and sampling procedures.” Later in the
document, it says, “USDA will immediately begin nationwide testing of milk silos at dairy processing facilities.
This national sample will allow USDA to identify where the disease is present, monitor trends, and help states
identify potentially affected herds.”

I have had considerable experience in the past regarding testing that regulatory, veterinary diagnostic, private
laboratory, and/or milk processing operations perform to monitor disease agents in bulk milk, and I have never
heard of testing for disease agents at the silo level before. Upon my asking some milk processing personnel |
know, they have never heard of this either. (Antimicrobials are not only tested for within each dairy farm’s
bulk milk, but sometimes at the silo level, but not disease agents.) This does not mean that this type of testing
cannot work, but there are some important factors to consider.

How much milk is in a dairy processing plant silo? Industry sources tell me that a “typical amount” is 300,000
pounds. Multiple online search results state that milk plant silo capacity varies considerably, but they “typically
store” 200,000 to 1,000,000 pounds of milk.

How many cows’ milk is in a dairy processing plant silo? The most recent data from 2022 states that mean
daily milk production for dairy cattle in the U.S. is 80 pounds. Considering all dairy herds and breeds, that
seems somewhat high to me, but if we use that number of 80 pounds, the above silo capacities would contain
the milk of between 2,500 and 12,500 cows. For the pathogens | am most familiar with, this would require
between 6 and 30 cows shedding the disease agent to be detected in a well agitated milk sample. This might be
true if even one herd contributing milk to the silo was infected with HPAI. Of course, it might also not be the
case, and those numbers might not apply to HPAI. There are some key questions regarding the PCR testing of
bulk milk for HPAL:
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What is the sensitivity (avoidance of false negative results) of bulk tank milk testing for HPAI? This means that
across all sizes of dairy herds, across all levels of prevalence of HPAI within a herd, what is the mean
percentage of bulk tank samples that test positive when HPAI is truly infecting some of the cows milking into
those tanks? | contacted someone overseeing the official confirmatory PCR test performed at the National
Veterinary Services Laboratories (NVSL) in Ames, lowa. They requested anonymity. Calculations are now
being performed, but they described the sensitivity as “high” for bulk tank milk samples. They also commented
that the specificity (avoidance of false positive results) is “very high”, and that there are no concerns regarding
false positive HPAI test results on bulk tank milk. What is the sensitivity of silo milk testing for HPAI? No
one knows the answer to that yet. Comparison of bulk tank results within a silo to the results on testing the
entire silo sample will enable calculation of that statistic as that testing progresses.

The new USDA APHIS Federal milk testing for HPAI/H5N1 virus will be performed on milk storage silos
(Getty images, Gregory Spencer)

What will happen when all dairies tested in a state are test-negative?

“Once all dairy herds in a given state are considered to be unaffected, APHIS will continue regular sampling of
farms’ bulk tanks to ensure the disease does not re-emerge. Bulk tank sampling frequency will progressively
decline as the state demonstrates continual silo negativity (e.g., weekly, monthly, quarterly if continually
negative). If a state becomes affected, USDA will re-engage detection and response activities.”

Testing will begin in 6 states

“As of this announcement, the following six states will be included in the first round of states brought into the
program for testing””:

e California
e Colorado
e Michigan



e Mississippi
e Oregon
e Pennsylvania

This is an interesting list of states; some have not reported detection of HPAI in any dairy herds despite having
done some testing for it. Utah is one of very few states - depending on which current source is consulted -
currently shown as having HPALI infected dairy herds, and yet is absent from the list. (The latest Utah dairy
HPAI status update is reported later in this newsletter.)

Some new requirements

“The Federal Order - - makes three new requirements. First, it requires the sharing of raw milk samples, upon
request, from any entity responsible for a dairy farm, bulk milk transporter, bulk milk transfer station, or dairy
processing facility that sends or holds milk intended for pasteurization. Second, the Federal Order requires herd
owners with positive cattle to provide epidemiological information that enables activities such as contact tracing
and disease surveillance. Finally, like USDA’s April 24 Federal Order, it requires that private laboratories and
state veterinarians report positive results to USDA that come from tests done on raw milk samples drawn as part
of the NMTS. The first round of silo testing under the Federal Order and the [National Milk Testing Strategy] is
scheduled to begin the week of Dec. 16, 2024.”

Clearly, we will all learn more about this process and how the test results unfold as the new testing progresses.
Financial Assistance for Dairy Producers to Help With HPAI Compliance
USDA APHIS has recently updated its Financial Assistance page for dairy producers. It can be found at:

https://www.aphis.usda.gov/livestock-poultry-disease/avian/avian-influenza/hpai-detections/livestock/financial-
assistance

“USDA offers financial support to help dairy producers enhance biosecurity and offset costs associated with
[HPAI] testing, veterinary expenses, personal protective equipment purchases, milk disposal, and milk losses.”

Areas of reimbursement that can be clicked on at the above website to see details:

e Biosecurity Planning and Implementation (up to $1,500 per premises)
e Shipping Costs for [HPAI] Testing (up to $50 for each of 2 shipments per premises each month)
e Veterinary Costs To Collect Samples (up to $2,000 per unaffected premises)

e Veterinary Costs Associated With Confirmed Positive HPAI Premises (up to $10,000 per affected
premises)

e Personal Protective Equipment Purchases (up to $2,000 per premises per month; Participation ina CDC
epidemiological study is required.) Details regarding the CDC study or how to sign up were not
evident.

e Heat Treatment To Dispose of Milk (up to $8,000 per affected premises)

e Milk Loss Offset (Available to dairy producers with affected herds; no dollar amounts or limits were
shown but more links are available)
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HPAI Current Status of Dairy Herds in 3 Utah Counties

Beginning with Cache County, and then expanded to Box Elder and Weber counties, the current status at this
writing of Dairy HPAI Detection in Utah is that of the 13 dairy farms that have tested positive, 2 remain under
quarantine. 11 have been released from quarantine after testing negative in all bulk tanks for 2 consecutive
weekly samplings. A table from UDAF indicates that all 13 of the farms detected positive were in Cache
County. The entire UDAF report including the table can be found at:
https://ag.utah.gov/dairy-cattle-and-avian-influenza/

I hope that all of our readers have a good holiday season and a great year in 2025.

Please let us know your comments and suggestions for future topics. | can be reached at (435) 760-3731 (Cell),
or David.Wilson@usu.edu.

David Wilson, DVM, Dairy Extension Veterinarian

"Utah State University is an affirmative action/equal opportunity
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