
THERE is much talk in medical litera-
ture about the so-called “take-home 
pathway” that attributes sporadic 

cases of human diarrheal disease to mi-
crobes in livestock workplaces. 

How reliable is that link? With all the 
extraordinary measures the dairy in-
dustry takes to keep the work site and 
workers uncontaminated, where is the 
break, if any, through which microbes 
migrate into human habitats? Are there 
better ways to permanently cut off this 
contamination route to protect this vital 
industry? 

This is the concern of University of 
Washington environmental microbi-
ologist Scott Meschke. He is partnering 
with interested dairy farmers to answer 
these questions by developing new lab-
oratory methods to track down problem 
bacteria. 

Microbes are everywhere and a nat-
ural part of farm life especially in live-
stock operations. One gram of cattle 
feces has in excess of 100,000 bacteria. 

UW researcher seeks methods
to track path of dairy microbes

By HELEN MURPHY

NURSE 
MURF

A healthy, well-fed cow can produce 120 
pounds of fecal waste per day. Most of 
these bacteria are not harmful, but a 
select few may cause disease in humans 
and animals. 

Bacteria’s movement
Bacteria may move through the environ-
ment as aerosols in the wind, through 
water, or by hitchhiking on moving ani-
mate objects (e.g., fl ies) or through in-
animate objects like clothing or shovels. 
Workers can unwittingly be the transport 
pathway through direct contact with the 
animals and their manure, or indirectly 
through exposure to contaminated work 
surfaces, water and particles circulating 
in the air. 

Once infected, the worker can serve 
as a biologic carrier, transmitting the in-
fection to other family members. 

Also, the worker can serve as a me-
chanical carrier by introducing the bac-
teria into their auto and home through 
their work clothes, shoes or hands. 
Children are particularly vulnerable 
to these microbes because they spend 
more time on the ground exploring their 
environment through hand-to-mouth be-
haviors. 

Two kinds of bacteria commonly as-
sociated with livestock (Campylobacter 

and Salmonella) have consistently been 
the cause of illness in one county in 
eastern Washington. The rates were two 
to three times higher in the county com-
pared to the whole state. This county 
leads in dairy production and in number 
of cattle among all Washington counties. 
But do these strains causing the human 
cases have the same fi ngerprints as 
those in dairy cows? 

Measurement techniques
Meschke is developing techniques to 
allow more precise measurement of 
these problem bacteria in workplace 
air, water and surfaces. Specialized mi-
crobiological typing will allow him to 
investigate where they occur, if at levels 
signifi cant enough to be associated to 
illness, and fi nally if they can be traced 
back to the resident cattle. 

He is genotyping samples from cow 
droppings, work site tools, steering 
wheels and clothing to establish if these 
microbes leave the work site. Samples 
are also being taken in workers’ homes 
from kitchen sinks, fl oors, shoes and 
family member’s hands. 

So far the clothing route has not 
turned up as a pathway. 

Meschke is seeking other dairy part-
ners. Only by studying a wide range 

of sites with a variety of practices will 
questions about this potential problem 
be answered. With this knowledge, new 
control methods can be designed not 
only to minimize worker exposure, but 
also to reduce transmission of animal-
specifi c diseases, such as Johne’s dis-
ease. 

Study accepting partners
If you would like to partner with Meschke 
in this study, contact him at jmeschke@
u.washington.edu or by phone at 206-
221-5470. 

Murphy, outreach and education di-
rector at the University of Washington 
Pacifi c Northwest Agricultural Health and 
Safety Center, may be reached by phone 
at 206-616-5906 or by e-mail at hmurf@
u.washington.edu.

THE 4-H Wildlife Stewards Program 
of the Oregon State University 

Extension has received the inaugural 
2008 Fish and Wildlife Service 4-H 
Natural Resources Conservation 
Award from the national 4-H organiza-
tion.

The OSU Extension Service 4-H
Wildlife Stewards Program is the fi rst 
to be recognized with this award. 
For more information about the 4-H 
Wildlife Stewards program, visit the 
Web site at wildlifestewards.4h.
oregonstate.edu.

OSU wildlife program
gets national honor

HOTEL RESERVATIONS- Please make your reservations for hotel accomodations directly with the event location you are attending.  St. Louis: Hilton St. Louis Airport Hotel, call (800) 314-2117. Request 
the Farm Futures discount room rate of $95/night. Indianapolis: Sheraton Indianapolis City Centre Hotel, call toll-free (888) 627-8186. Request the Farm Futures room rate of $119/night.
FARM FUTURES is the ag industry’s most producer-preferred farm business and marketing publication and is published by the parent company of the magazine featuring this ad. 

Take Your Farm to the Next Level—
Attend the FARM FUTURES

Farm Business Management Summit

Seminar registration: Seating is limited. Register by Nov. 17, 2008 for the early bird 
price of only $299 per person and $249 per person for additional registrant(s) from 
your farm business. (After Nov. 17, registration price: $399 first person, $319 for ad-
ditional.) Cancellations with refund accepted through Dec. 1, 2008.

Gain advanced-level knowledge about 
high-performance marketing techniques and cash-
flow planning from a spectacular speaker lineup 
and ‘blue ribbon’ producers.
Understand future trends for input costs, crop 
prices and commodity market speculation.
Learn valuable business skills and network with 
other producers and leading industry experts.
And more!

Photos from 2006/2007 Summits

3RD ANNUAL
PREMIERE BUSINESS MANAGEMENT & MARKETING

SEMINAR PRESENTED BY FARM FUTURES

December 11-12, 2008
Hilton Hotel

St. Louis Airport
New—

2 Locations!

January 21-22, 2009
Sheraton City Center

Indianapolis
Barry Flinchbaugh (Indianapolis, only) Kansas State professor of ag 
economics, farm policy expert Speaker at 2007 Summit
Danny Klinefelter (St. Louis, only) Texas A&M University professor, TEPAP 
director Specializes in ag finance and management
David Kohl (St. Louis, Indianapolis) Virginia Tech (recently retired) professor 
of ag finance Ag futurist, nationally known speaker, spoke at our 2006 Summit
Dick Wittman (St. Louis, Indianapolis) Manages a 17,000-acre dryland 
crop, range cattle and timber operation in partnership with three other 
family members Farm Futures contributing editor 
Bryce Knorr (St. Louis, Indianapolis) Farm Futures senior editor Shrewd 
market observer and registered futures market professional since 1995 
Arlan Suderman (St. Louis, Indianapolis) Farm Futures market analyst, marketing 
editor for Farm Progress Companies since 2000, edits Farm Futures Daily
Blue ribbon farmer panels Producers share real-world advice

Seminar Speakers

Register today! Get more seminar details—
Online: www.FarmFutures.com/summit

Call: (800)441-1410

Plan now to attend!
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