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The problem with 
contaminated 
samples is that 
the true 
causative agent 
of mastitis may 
be missed.

This can be 
nerve-wracking if 
the dairy is 
having an 
outbreak of 
contagious 
mastitis.

Cows should be 
re-sampled if the 
culture result was 
unreadable.



Key points to milk sampling for lab culture:

1. Label tubes: cow ID, quarter, or fresh.
2. Wipe off or clean dirty teats.
3. Predip with good contact time, then wipe.
4. Strip each teat to see which one has garget.
5. Wipe teat ends with alcohol until gauze is clean.
6. For mastitis, sample bad quarter.
7. For composite fresh cow samples:

1. Wipe far quarters, then near.
2. Collect near quarters, then far.

8.  Hold tube at 45-degree angle.
9. Don’t fill tube more than ¾.
10. Apply post-dip.
11. Store tubes in freezer for lab pickup.



1. Brush loose dirt and hair from 
teats and udders.

2. Wash and wipe dry teats. Wash 
udders only as a last resort.

3. Strip several streams of milk 
from the teat, then discard, 
observing for garget. Record any 
quarter with abnormal milk.

4. Dip all quarters with a pre-dip, 
allowing for the appropriate 
contact time before wiping: in 
general 45 seconds for iodines, 
15 seconds for chlorine dioxides.

Explanation of sampling technique



5. Dry each teat thoroughly with a separate towel, 
single-use paper towel is preferable in the 
hospital.

6. Scrub teats vigorously with cotton gauze 
moistened with 70% alcohol, especially targeting 
the teat ends.

7. Scrub teat ends until dirt is no longer visible on 
the gauze after scrubbing.

8. Scrub in this order: far teats, then near teats. 
This helps prevent contamination.

9. After that, do not let your fingers, or cows’ tail 
switches touch the clean teats.

10. A surface of gauze should not touch more 
than one teat.



11. For composite samples, such as fresh cows, 
collect near quarters first, then far quarters.

12. Open the sample tube and hold it at a 45-
degree angle and collect 1 to 3 streams of milk.

13. Do not fill the tube past ¾ of the way, and 
do not let the cap touch anything while 
sampling.

14. Post-dip teats afterward.

15. Store tubes for pickup by the lab in the 
freezer.



Herds with a lot of milk culture samples 
reported by the lab as contaminated may 
not have a problem with their sampling 
procedure, but have an excess number of 
cows with hyperkeratosis.

More than 20% of the milk cows with 
these calluses on one or more quarter is a 
clinical sign of some form of overmilking.

It can be difficult to ever clean these teat 
ends for aseptic sample collection.

Overmilking can be caused by milking 
equipment problems as well as milking 
procedure problems, and need to be 
investigated by a veterinarian.



An unusual number of 
contaminated samples 
can also be the result 
of the milker in charge 
of sampling being 
overwhelmed.

He may be the best 
milker on the dairy, 
but if he has too many 
other things to do, 
such as collecting 
colostrum and taking 
it out to the calving 
barn, he may be too 
rushed to employ 
proper technique.



Whatever the reason
for an excess number of
contaminated sample 
results – poor 
technique, teat-end 
problems, or an over-
whelming of the 
hospital system, an 
increased involvement 
of the herd veterinarian 
is appropriate.
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