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Avian Influenza Information for Animal Healthcare 
Providers: Dairy Cattle   

July 17, 2025 
  
The purpose of this document is to provide Virginia veterinarians information about what to do if 
you suspect that a dairy cow or herd might be infected with H5N1, including:   

• Who to contact to report your concerns and discuss the situation;   
• How to arrange for testing, when needed; and   
• Ways to protect your health when working with animals.  

  
See USDA APHIS HPAI Confirmed Cases in Livestock webpage for updated information about 
the number of confirmed H5N1 cases in cattle in the United States.  
    
Dairy cattle infected with H5N1 can have the following clinical signs:   
 

• Decreased milk production   
• Abnormal yellow, thick, or curdled milk  

o This virus has a distinct tropism for mammary tissue in cattle and high viral loads 
are detected in milk from infected cattle  

• Other non-specific signs of illness (reduced feed intake, decreased ruminations, 
lethargy, dehydration, dry feces or diarrhea, etc.)   

• Mild respiratory signs (clear nasal discharge, increased respiratory rate, dyspnea, etc.)   
  

Dead cats or birds on the property may serve as sentinels that livestock might have been 
exposed to H5N1, and could be infected but not yet symptomatic, or recovered from infection.  
 
Can you or your veterinary staff get H5N1 from dairy cattle?   
 

• Transmission of H5N1 from dairy cattle to people may occur from unprotected exposure 
to infected dairy cattle, their unpasteurized milk, contaminated environments, or other 
contaminated items such as vehicles, equipment, and clothing.  

• To date, human illness from H5N1 infection after exposure to infected dairy cattle has 
generally been mild.   

• People who are exposed to a bovine patient with H5N1, with or without appropriate PPE, 
should contact their local health department so they can discuss health monitoring    

• If a person who was exposed to a suspected or confirmed H5N1-infected animal 
develops any flu-like symptoms or conjunctivitis, they should contact their local health 
department and healthcare provider for further guidance regarding testing and treatment. 
CDC provides additional information for people exposed to avian influenza.  
  

 

https://www.aphis.usda.gov/livestock-poultry-disease/avian/avian-influenza/hpai-detections/hpai-confirmed-cases-livestock
https://www.vdh.virginia.gov/local-health-districts/
https://www.cdc.gov/bird-flu/caring/infected-birds-exposure.html
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What should you do if you suspect a dairy herd is affected with 
H5N1?   
  

• If you suspect H5N1 infection in a cattle herd, contact the Office of the State 
Veterinarian at 804.692.0601 or email at vastatevet@vdacs.virginia.gov or call the 
USDA’s toll-free at 866.536.7593 for guidance, including testing for H5N1.  

o Veterinarians are also encouraged to report other animals associated with dairy 
operations suspected of having H5N1 (e.g., dead wildlife or cats on the property) 
to the Office of the State Veterinarian.  

• Use appropriate personal protective equipment to Protect Yourself From H5N1 Bird Flu 
when handling cattle suspected of or confirmed with H5N1 infection, including: an N95 
face mask (ideally fit-tested), disposable fluid-resistant gown/coveralls, boot/shoe 
covers, nitrile gloves, surgical head cover, and goggles.     

• Clean with commonly used disinfectants to inactivate H5N1, following label instructions 
and contact times. The Michigan Department of Agriculture and Rural Development 
provides additional tips for cleaning and disinfecting for H5N1.   

• Change your clothing and shoes after interacting with any patients that are suspected of 
or confirmed with H5N1 infection before going home to your own pets and family. 
Prevent pets, other animals, and people from having access to used clothing and shoes 
by placing them in a tightly closed plastic bag until they can be laundered or 
disinfected.   

• Wash your hands with soap and water for at least 20 seconds after handling an animal 
that is suspected of or confirmed with H5N1-infection and after removing contaminated 
clothing and shoes. If soap and water are not available, an alcohol-based hand sanitizer 
can be used.  

• Follow the following biosecurity measures to prevent the spread of H5N1  Dairy Farm 
Biosecurity.  
  

Testing Cattle for H5N1   
 

• If you suspect H5N1 infection in a cattle herd, contact the Office of the State 
Veterinarian at 804.692.0601 or email at vastatevet@vdacs.virginia.gov or call the 
USDA’s toll-free at 866.536.7593 for guidance to include testing for H5N1.   

• Additional information about testing dairy cattle for H5N1:  
o APHIS testing recommendations   
o The April 2024 Federal Order requires that lactating dairy cattle are tested before 

moving interstate. 
o APHIS dairy herd status program  
o The December 2024 Federal Order requires that milk samples representing a 

majority of U.S. dairies be tested for H5N1. To date, there have been no 
detections of H5N1 in dairy cattle in Virginia.   
 

 
 
 

https://www.cdc.gov/bird-flu/prevention/farm-workers.html
https://www.michigan.gov/mdard/-/media/Project/Websites/mdard/documents/animals/diseases/avian/Cleaning-for-HPAI.pdf
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/dairy-cattle-biosecurity-measures.pdf
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/dairy-cattle-biosecurity-measures.pdf
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/hpai-livestock-testing-recommendations.pdf
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/livestock-poultry-disease/avian/avian-influenza/hpai-detections/livestock/federal-order
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/livestock-poultry-disease/avian/avian-influenza/hpai-detections/livestock/dairy-herd-status-program
https://www.aphis.usda.gov/livestock-poultry-disease/avian/avian-influenza/hpai-detections/livestock/federal-order
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