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Objectives: Mastitis is one of the most common diseases affecting dairy cows and can cause a decrease in dairy cow welfare, economic loss and substantial overuse of antimicrobials It is a multifactorial disease affected by a variety of factors, which makes its prevention, management and control difficult. Despite extensive dairy cow mastitis literature, ranking the different and numerous risk factors affecting the disease onset and clearly classifying herds according to mastitis risk is imprecise. The objective of this preliminary study was to select and characterize, using expert knowledge elicitation (EKE), the most important risk factors that could lead to subclinical (SM) and clinical mastitis (CM) on dairy farms with loose housing, medium to high production levels, and machine milking. The ultimate goal of this study is to develop a herd classification system based on mastitis risk that will scientifically support and assist dairy owners. 
Material & Methods: Based on the mastitis control program recommended by the National Mastitis Council (https:// [image: image31.jpg]


www.nmconline.org/resources) and the latest literature, a focus group selected 72 management and environmental risk factors critical for the onset and spread of mastitis in dairy cows. These risk factors were divided into 8 points: 1) Milking equipment; 2) Milking procedures; 3) Environmental hygiene and comfort; 4) Dry cow management; 5) Biosecurity management; 6) Therapeutic choice and treatment administration during lactation; 7) Stockperson training/management and 8) Record keeping (milk data and mastitis cases). Forty Italians, experienced in the field of mastitis, participated in the study. A modified Delphi technique, consisting of 2 successive rounds, was used to gather their opinions. The participants were asked to score the 72 risk factors on a scale from 0 to 10 (least to most important), in relation to the potential ability to cause SM and/or CM. Four types of mastitis were considered: SM and CM caused by environmental bacteria, SM and CM caused by contagious bacteria. 
Results: Presently, only the first round of the Delphi process has been completed. Thirty-seven of the participants completed the survey and their responses were available for preliminary analysis.The breakdown of the group was as follows: 16 dairy practitioners/consultants; 1 dairy practitioner/dairy farm owner; 5 academic professors or researchers; 7 veterinarians working for private companies (pharmaceutical, animal feed or dairy industries); and 8 employed in public veterinary services. For both SM and CM caused by environmental bacterial, the most important risk factors identified were ones dealing with point 6 (mean score 7.35 for SM and 7.58 for CM); point 8 (mean score 6.97 for SM and 6.62 for CM) and point 7 (mean score 6.44 for both SM and CM). For SM caused by contagious bacteria, the most important risk factors were ones dealing with point 8 (mean score 7.68), point 7 (mean score 6.94) and point 5 (mean score 6.79). For CM caused by contagious bacteria, risk factors included in point 8 were found to be the most important (mean score 6.49), followed by point 6 (mean score 6.42) and point 7 (mean score 6.39).
Conclusion: The preliminary results underscored the importance, for both environmental and contagious SM and CM, of correct record keeping of milk and mastitis data (somatic cell count, laboratory tests results, treatment records, etc.), adequate training/management of staff, especially milkers (training on milking routine and mastitis diagnosis, correct information flow between milkers, farmers and veterinarians, etc.) and correct therapeutic choices and treatment administration (antibiogram results, proper hygiene in the administration of the therapies, etc.). At the end of the Delphi process, the results of the EKE will be validated on-farm and will be used to define a list of measures to be included in a protocol for ranking dairy farms according to their mastitis risk. The system will identify farms with high or low-risk profiles and be useful for surveillance purposes and effective mastitis risk management

	


