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@ As part of the Angus

Journal’s full meeting
coverage, you can listen to the audio of Joe
Neary’s presentation at
http://bit.ly/1SszhYC
or watch his interview
for The Angus Report at
http://bit.ly/1Oh2Mtt.

Detecting Disease

High-altitude disease, PAP, feedlot hypertension, respiratory issues: Are they linked?
by Kindra Gordon, field editor

‘I

t is no longer true that brisket disease is
only occurring at a high altitude,” Texas
Tech’s Joe Neary emphasized during his
remarks to the more than 700 attendees at the
Range Beef Cow Symposium in November.

Historically, high-altitude disease — also
called brisket disease, high-mountain disease
or mountain sickness — has been associated
primarily with cattle at elevations of 8,00010,000 feet. However, Neary, who completed

Fig. 1: Brisket disease is not unique to high altitude
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his doctoral degree at Colorado State
University and is now assistant professor of
animal health and well-being at Texas Tech
University’s Department of Animal and
Food Sciences, shared that congestive heart
failure is becoming increasingly problematic
at elevations as low as 2,000-4,000 feet —
particularly among feedlot cattle.
At high elevations, brisket disease has been
determined to be caused when cattle have to
function with low oxygen levels, which restricts
blood flow through the pulmonary arteries
of the lungs. The limited oxygen causes the
pulmonary arteries to contract and develop
thickened walls. This leads to high blood
pressure in the pulmonary artery, increasing
the workload — and size — of the right side of
the heart. When the pulmonary arteries remain
contracted, the heart will eventually fail.
Now this same phenomenon with an
enlarged right ventricle of the heart and heart
failure is being identified among cattle at lower
elevations. Neary cited a study that found
a doubling of the incidence of heart failure
among cattle in feedlots from 2000 to 2008.
Neary said it can be extremely hard to
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differentiate between the early stages of
brisket disease and respiratory disease, and
he suspects that in many past cases, brisket
disease has been overlooked and mistakenly
identified as pneumonia.
“Calves presenting signs of pneumonia
may actually have brisket disease, pneumonia
or both. I’ve been surprised many times by
necropsy findings,” he shared. If the right
ventricle of the animal’s heart was enlarged, it
was brisket disease.
To mitigate the effects of brisket
disease within a cow herd, Neary shared
that previous research shows measuring

pulmonary artery pressure, or PAP testing,
has helped identify cattle at risk for brisket
disease. Along with that, brisket disease is
moderately heritable, so screening breeding
stock and selection pressures implemented
by ranchers at high elevations has been
successful in reducing death loss in cow herds
on high-altitude ranches.
For the future, to gain a better
understanding of the extent to which
brisket disease is affecting the beef industry,
particularly in feedlot cattle, Neary
encourages producers and feeders to pay
closer attention to sick and dead animals and
have a necropsy conducted if they suspect
a problem. Neary also said this is a disease

that warrants further study in low-elevation
feedlots.
Lastly, Neary said, “Brisket disease is
not unique to high altitude, so please don’t
use the term high-altitude disease or highmountain disease anymore.”
Editor’s Note: Kindra Gordon is a cattlewoman
and freelance writer from Whitewood, S.D. This
summary is part of the Angus Journal’s online
coverage of the 2015 Range Beef Cow Symposium
hosted Nov. 17-19, 2015, in Loveland, Colo. For
additional coverage, to review this presentation’s
PowerPoint or to listen to the presentation, visit
the Newsroom at www.rangebeefcow.com. The
Angus Journal’s coverage of the event is made
possible through collaboration with the event
committee and sponsorship of LiveAuctions.tv.
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