Can an unvaccinated cow be a carrier of Foot and Mouth Disease (FMD)?
Yes — but only after infection.
· A cow that has not been vaccinated and becomes infected with the FMD virus can become a carrier once it recovers.
Understanding the Carrier State
· After the acute phase of the disease (fever, blisters, etc.) subsides, the virus may remain in certain tissues, especially the pharyngeal (throat) area.
· These animals are called “carriers” or “persistent infected animals.”
· They don’t show symptoms, but the virus can still be detected in their system.
Duration of the Carrier State
· In cattle, the FMD virus can persist for up to 3 years after recovery.
· In sheep and goats, it may last up to 9 months.
· In pigs, carriers are not known to occur (they either clear the virus or die).
Important Facts
· Unvaccinated animals are more likely to become carriers because the infection spreads unchecked before the immune system responds.
· Vaccinated animals can also become carriers, but less frequently and for shorter periods, because their immune response is stronger and faster.
· Carriers pose a major problem in FMD-free zones, as they can reintroduce the disease if biosecurity is not strict.
Biosecurity Implication
Even after an outbreak seems “over,” unvaccinated survivors must be handled with caution. They:
· Cannot move freely between control zones.
· Should be monitored or culled in severe outbreak zones.
· Require testing (e.g., probang samples from the throat) to confirm carrier status.
Summary
A cow that has not been vaccinated and becomes infected with FMD can become a long-term carrier of the virus, posing a hidden risk to other animals and to disease-free areas.
