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WHY IS TOXOPLASMOSIS IMPORTANT?
To Your Sheep/Goats
It is an important cause of abortion and decreased survival of
newborn kids and lambs.
To Your Family’s Health
It causes miscarriages, illness and birth defects in newborns.
It causes serious illness in people with weakened immune systems.
It can be associated with mental health disorders.
To the Public
The public is also at risk of infection acquired from meat and milk
that has not been properly cooked/pasteurized.

Cats are a source of infection for the parasite
Toxoplasma gondii

WHAT CAUSES TOXOPLASMOSIS?
The disease toxoplasmosis is caused by infection with Toxoplasma gondii, a microscopic parasite, invisible to
the eye, that can infect most warm-blooded animals including humans.
When animals and people become infected, the
parasite will form cysts (bradyzoites) in muscle and
organs (including the brain) for life. These cysts can
remain dormant or if the immune system weakens,
become active - resulting in toxoplasmosis.
The parasite is also shed in the milk of a lactating
animal or nursing mother and this can infect their
young.

Lifecycle of Toxoplasma gondii infection

Oocysts shed by the cat, remain infective for months
and even years, even in sub-zero temperatures. They
contaminate the barn, pasture, and remain infective
in water sources, long after the cat’s stool has
degraded and disappeared.

HOW COMMON IS TOXOPLASMOSIS IN SHEEP & GOATS IN ONTARIO?
There is strong evidence that infection with Toxoplasma gondii is very common in Ontario sheep and goats. It
is the #1 diagnosed cause of abortion in sheep and #3 cause in goats. Researchers have also found that
71.4% of adult ewes and all sheep farms sampled (48/48) between 2010-2012 were positive for antibodies to
Toxoplasma. In goats, 41.5% of adult does and 88.1% of farms sampled (52/59) were positive. So yes, very
common!
THE DISEASE IN SHEEP & GOATS
The most common sign is abortion. Presentation depends
on when in gestation the ewe/doe is infected. Fetuses
may be mummified or appear normal but premature.
Sometimes the fetus dies very early in gestation and is
resorbed. Infected lambs and kids can also be stillborn or
born alive but weak.
There is evidence that ewes and does that abort once,
remain infected and can pass the infection onto their
fetuses in subsequent pregnancies. These fetuses are
more prone to being aborted, stillborn or dying very
young. This is called “vertical transmission”.

Toxoplasma can be a devastating
infection if left uncontrolled

The aborted fetus is often mummified (right). The placenta
(left) has gritty, whitish spots and haemorrhage of the
cotyledons (buttons).

THE DISEASE IN PEOPLE
A healthy person may experience only mild flu-like symptoms (fever, body aches). But the infection is for life!
The parasite cysts in the muscle and brain remain dormant and kept in check by our immune system; but if
the cysts become active we may develop neurological disease, pneumonia and even death.
There is increasing evidence that Toxoplasma exposure in some people is linked to mental illnesses later in
life, such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorders.
Infection during pregnancy can result in abortion or miscarriage, as well as congenital toxoplasmosis in the
newborn resulting in brain and eye disease.
HOW DO PEOPLE & ANIMALS BECOME INFECTED?
Cats
Most infections occur when kittens begin to hunt and consume infected prey – usually mice. Consuming
aborted materials or contaminated food and water can also be a source of infection. After 3-7 days, the
kittens will shed hundreds of millions of oocysts in their stool. This shedding will persist for 1-3 weeks but
occasionally adult cats may shed again. The oocysts will remain infective to animals in the environment for
months to years.
Mice & Rats
Rodents become infected by consuming oocyst-contaminated food & water or aborted materials. However,
the infection may also be vertically transmitted from their infected mothers.

Sheep & Goats
Most infections are from oocysts shed by cats wherever the cat defecates, e.g. in grain, on pasture and hay
bales. Rainfall, wind and other animals can disperse the oocysts and contaminate feed and water.Lambs and
kids are also infected vertically from the infected dam while in utero, or through milk.
Your Family and the Public
People are also at risk of inadvertently consuming oocysts shed by cats. Anywhere a cat may defecate such as
sandboxes, gardens and litter boxes can be a source. Rainwater can wash the oocysts into streams, ponds
and dug wells – thus contaminating drinking water sources. Unpasteurized milk and undercooked meat from
infected sheep and goats are also very important sources of infection to people.
Taking steps to reduce Toxoplasma infection of humans is important; these steps must include reducing
infection in our livestock – not just pregnant females but also youngstock. Doing so will ensure that our
livestock do not contribute to the risk of Toxoplasma infections in people who consume the food our farms
produce.
WHAT CAN WE DO TO CONTROL TOXOPLASMOSIS?
Cats
Reduce cat populations by spaying / neutering or removing
cats, including barn and feral cats.
Use additional measures to control rodents such as trapping
and rodenticides.
Keep pet cats indoors to reduce the chance they will prey on
rodents or birds and become infected.
Cat feces should be bagged for the landfill and not placed in
the manure pile for composting.
Do not feed or otherwise encourage feral cats on your farm.

Cats will contaminate feed, bedding & water with oocysts
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Sheep & Goats
Remove all cats from the farm, including feral cats.
If cats are kept on-farm, protect both feed and water from cat feces. This includes pastures and forages.
Promptly remove and dispose of aborted materials from the environment so cats cannot scavenge them.
Consult your veterinarian about whether to use anti-coccidial drugs in the feed of pregnant ewes / does.
A vaccine is an effective tool to control Toxoplasma abortions, but none is currently available in Canada.
People
Wash hands thoroughly after cleaning cat litter boxes, gardening or working in barns or pasture, and
before handling food.
Wash fresh vegetables thoroughly, keep sandboxes covered when not in use and use gloves when
gardening.
Only consume pasteurized milk & cheese products.
Cook all meat to an internal temperature of 67°C, or freeze meat at -10°C for at least 3 days to kill cysts.
Reduce infections in livestock as detailed previously.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Canadian Centre for Occupational Health & Safety:
https://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/diseases/toxoplasmosis.html
Center for Disease Control – USA:
https://www.cdc.gov/parasites/toxoplasmosis/index.html

