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Enzootic bovine leukosis (EBL) is characterized by
the development of tumors of lymphatic tissues (lym-
phosarcoma), such as the thymus, spleen and lymph
nodes. These specialized organs are an integral compo-
nent of the defense system that protects the animal
against infection, producing antibodies and specialized
cells which attack bacteria or viruses. Lymphoid cells
are also found in other organ systems and circulating
in the blood. Tumors may be found throughout the
body; clinical signs of EBL depend upon their location.
Enlargement of the external or superficial lymph nodes
is common, but internal nodes may also be enlarged in
the absence of external involvement.

Tumors often invade the gastrointestinal tract,
particularly the abomasum. Ulcers or GI obstructions
may result from abomasal tumors, leading to reduced
feed intake, weight loss and poor milk production.
Tumors in the spinal cord may give rise to incoordi-
nation, reduced muscle strength and potentially
“down” cows. Signs of heart failure may result from
tumors invading heart muscle. Retrobulbar tumors,
masses behind the eye but within the orbit, occur fre-
quently and cause the eye to protrude. The develop-
ment of lymphosarcoma is a result of infection by
bovine leukemia virus (BLV).

What is BLV?

Bovine leukemia virus can be identified in many
cattle herds throughout the United States. Several
surveys conducted in the past 15 years found that 10
to 42 percent of dairy animals and 1 to 6 percent of
beef animals were infected with BLV. The percentage
of infected cattle within herds ranged from 0 to more
than 50 percent for dairy and from 0 to 20 percent for
beef. The percentage of herds infected with BLV
varies from state to state.

Bovine leukemia virus targets lymphatic tissues.
Lymphocytes make up one of the classes of white
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blood cells. The virus is incorporated into the make-
up of infected lymphocytes; therefore when these
cells divide, the presence of the virus is maintained.

Less than 1 percent of BLV-infected cattle will
develop lymphosarcoma. Approximately one third of
cattle with BLV infection develop persistent lympho-
cytosis, an increase in the number of lymphocytes in
circulation lasting from months to years. Animals
with lymphocytosis and most animals that become
infected with BLV do not develop clinical illness. In
these animals, milk production and fertility are not
adversely affected.

Whether or not EBL results from BLV infection,
this virus is maintained in lymphocytes for the life of
an infected animal. Antibodies against the virus are
produced in response to the presence of the virus.
When antibodies are identified in serum samples
from cattle exposed to a disease agent, they are classi-
fied as seropositive. In the case of BLV, the virus is
never eliminated; therefore seropositive cattle are a
potential source of infection to susceptible animals
within the herd.

How is BLV transmitted?

Because BLV is found in lymphocytes and rarely
as free virus, exchange of infected cells to a suscepti-
ble animal is required. Three common routes are the
transfer of blood, consumption of colostrum or milk
and transfer across the placenta during pregnancy.

Management procedures that contribute to the
transfer of infected blood include multiple vaccina-
tions or collection of several blood samples with the
same needle and syringe, dehorning with a gouge
or sawing technique, tattooing, or using blood-con-
taminated surgical equipment. Susceptible animals
may also be exposed if an infected herd-mate has a
bleeding or weeping wound, whether from injury
Or surgery.
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