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Disease Fact Sheet Brucellosis 
 
What is brucellosis? 
Brucellosis in humans is known as undulant fever due to the recurrent severe fevers that 
can be seen with this disease.  It may also be called Malta fever after the place it was first 
recognized.  Brucellosis is caused by a group of bacteria which typically infect cattle, bison, 
swine, sheep, goats, dogs, and humans.  Wild rabbits and rodents have been known to 
transmit the disease to livestock, especially swine. 
 
Brucella occurs worldwide, especially in Mediterranean countries, the Middle East, India, 
Central Asia, and Latin America where animal disease control programs have not effectively 
reduced the incidence of brucellosis in animals.  Over 100 cases are reported in the United 
States annually.  Ohio has an average of 1 case per year. 
 
How do people and animals get brucellosis? 
Brucella bacteria are found in the blood and milk of infected animals as well as in male and 
female reproductive organs.  Occasionally, Brucella is passed in urine or feces.  In animals, 
transmission can occur through sexual or other direct contact with infected animals or 
through contact with environments contaminated with the blood, milk, urine, or 
reproductive fluids of infected animals. 
 
In humans, transmission generally occurs by one of three methods: eating or drinking 
contaminated foods, breathing in the organism, or having the bacteria enter the body 
through skin wounds.  The most common way to be infected is by eating or drinking 
contaminated milk products, including unpasteurized milk, ice cream, or cheese. 
 
Who is most at risk for contracting brucellosis? 
Brucellosis infection in the United States is, for the most part, an occupational disease of 
stockyard, farm and slaughterhouse workers, butchers, and veterinarians.  Anyone exposed 
to birth-related fluids and tissues including aborted fetuses from livestock or dogs should 
take precautions to prevent disease transmission.  Hunters may be exposed while field 
dressing infected deer, elk, moose, or wild pigs.  People consuming unpasteurized dairy 
products are also at higher risk. 
 
Can brucellosis be spread from person to person? 
Person-to-person spread of brucellosis is extremely rare.  It is suspected that infected 
mothers who are breastfeeding could transmit the infection to their infants.  Although 
uncommon, transmission may also occur via contaminated tissue transplantation. 
 
How long after exposure before symptoms appear? 
The incubation period is highly variable and difficult to ascertain.  Usually, 1-2 months with 
a range of 5 days to 5 months. 
 
What are the symptoms in humans? 
The most common symptom is fever often accompanied by chills, sweating, and weakness.  
Other symptoms may include insomnia, sexual impotence, headache, lack of appetite, and 
painful joints.  Enlarged lymph nodes, spleen, and liver can also occur.  If untreated, these 
symptoms may last from months to several years.  In severe cases, infections of the central 
nervous systems or lining of the heart may cause serious health complications. 
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How is brucellosis diagnosed? 
Brucellosis can be diagnosed in a laboratory by finding the bacteria in samples of blood or 
bone marrow.  Blood tests can also be done to detect antibodies against the bacteria.  If 
this method is used, two blood samples should be collected two weeks apart. 
 
Can brucellosis in humans be treated? 
An extended course of antibiotics, typically Rifampicin and Doxycycline, have been effective 
in treating cases of human brucellosis.  Relapses are not common but may occur. 
 
Does past infection with brucellosis make a person immune? 
Relapses of the original infection may rarely occur, but it is unlikely that an individual will be 
re-infected. 
 
What are the symptoms in large animals? 
The primary symptoms in livestock include spontaneous abortion, infertility, and decreased 
milk production.  Infected horses often develop a draining wound on the head or withers 
known as “poll evil” or “fistulous withers”. 
 
What are the symptoms in dogs? 
Dogs often develop reproductive problems such as abortion.  They may have no symptoms 
of the disease yet continue to be a carrier. 
 
Can brucellosis in animals be treated? 
Reliable testing is available to determine if an animal is infected.  But there are no 
treatments known to eliminate the bacteria from infected animals. 
 
Can I get brucellosis from my infected dog? 
Brucella species that infect dogs have occasionally been transmitted to humans.  The risk of 
transmission is very low unless a person was to come into contact with semen, blood, or 
afterbirth.  Treatments for dogs do exist, but they do not prevent re-infection.  
Immunocompromised persons (cancer patients, HIV-infected individuals, or organ 
transplant recipients) should not handle dogs known to be infected with Brucella. 
 
Can I get brucellosis from eating meat or drinking dairy products? 
Brucella bacteria are not normally found in muscle tissue, but they can be found in blood.  
Thorough cooking kills the organisms.  Eating undercooked meat or organs or unpasteurized 
milk products including milk, cheese, and ice cream can present a risk of infection to 
humans and animals. 
 
For more information, please visit these websites: 

• CDC Brucellosis: www.cdc.gov/brucellosis 
• USDA National Brucellosis Eradication Program: 

www.aphis.usda.gov/aphis/ourfocus/animalhealth/animal-disease-information/cattle-
disease-information/national-brucellosis-eradication  
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