
What treatment is available 
for an animal with MCF?

Where can I get help?
Contact your herd health veterinarian to 
discuss disease control and prevention 

strategies, and visit:

Bison Producers of Alberta
www.bisoncentre.com

Email: info@bisoncentre.com
Phone: 780.955.1995

Alberta Lamb Producers
www.ablamb.ca

Email: info@ablamb.ca
Phone: 403.948.8533

This publication is a joint venture between the Alberta 
Veterinary Medical Association, Bison Producers of Alberta, 

Alberta Lamb Producers and Growing Forward.

What is Malignant 
Catarrhal Fever?

Commonly called MCF, Malignant 
Catarrhal Fever is an infectious disease 
affecting certain ruminants, particularly 
bison and farmed or wild whitetail deer 
and elk, caused most commonly by 

sheep (ovine) herpes virus-2 (OHV-2). 

There is no treatment 
or vaccine for MCF.
•	 �Do not graze sheep, particularly lambs 

6-9 months old, with bison, deer or elk

•	 �OHV-2 is fragile in the environment, 
surviving for only a few days depending 
on the humidity and temperature, so 
sheep and bison sequential grazing is 
possible

•	 �Keep sheep flocks as far away from 
bison herds as possible

•	 �Ensure transport haulers have not 
recently transported sheep

Prevention 
is the key!



What is the economic significance 
of Malignant Catarrhal Fever?

In 2003, an outbreak of MCF on an Idaho 
bison feedlot resulted in over 800 dead bison 
and an estimated loss of up to $1, 000, 000. 

What does MCF look like?

The incubation period for MCF varies widely. In bison, 
it is often a month or more, but is shortened by stress, 
such as handling.

Signs of disease last 1-7 days and usually result in 
death. Bison generally die within 2-5 days. Deer often 
die within 48 hours of the first signs of MCF

How is MCF spread?

Among sheep

•	 �OHV-2 is found in nasal secretions of most 
adolescent and adult sheep 

•	 �Can be passed by direct contact, thru the air to 
herdmates or neighboring animals 

•	 �Lambs are not generally infected until 2-2 ½ 
months. 

From Sheep to Bison, Deer and Elk

•	 �May be passed by direct contact, thru the air or on 
objects that have been in contact with infected or 
virus carrying sheep. E.g. transport trucks

•	 �Transmission over several kilometers has 
been observed, depending on prevailing wind 
conditions, humidity, temperature, sheep density 

•	 �Malignant Catarrhal Fever virus can lie in wait in 
some animals and become active at times of stress

•	 �A bison infected with MCF will not transmit the 
disease to other bison; they are a dead end host 

Signs of disease are often 

subtle in bison, as they try to 

mask the cilnical signs until 

near death. Trauma can result 

from attack by herdmates.

How is it Diagnosed?

Your veterinarian may diagnose Malignant Catarrhal 
Fever either: 

	 �With a blood test to detect the OHV-2 virus; a 
technique called PCR testing or,

	� By examining a recently deceased animal and 
sending samples for further microscopic evaluation. 
Samples may include from the intestine, stomach, 
upper respiratory tract, lymph nodes or oral 
mucosal tissue.

Disease is characterized by:

•	 Fever, depression, weakness, off feed

•	 Nasal Discharge

•	 Clouding and or ulceration of the eyes

•	 �Respiratory problems such as coughing, shortness of 
breath, open mouth breathing

•	 Erosions in the mouth and upper respiratory tract

•	 Diarrhea or dysentery (bloody diarrhea), in some cases

•	 Followed by death of the affected animal

Cloudy Eye Chronic MCF Calf

�T r a n s m i s s i o n  o v e r
several kilometers 
h a s  b e e n  o b s e r v e d


