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Coxiella burnetii, the causative agent of Q fever, causes abortion in small ruminants and infected animals shed the bacteria at lambing contaminating the farm environment, where it can survive during long periods. Contaminated aerosols are the main source for human infection. To study the evolution of Coxiella burnetii infection in four naturally-infected sheep flocks where no specific control measures had been implemented, vaginal swabs, milk and faeces from a maximum of 40 ewes and 40 yearlings per flock as well as dust samples were taken within one week after lambing during two consecutive lambing seasons (2015/16 and 2016/17). Aerosols were also collected outdoors and indoors after lambing at monthly intervals. Analysis of all samples by Real-Time PCR targeting the IS1111 gen showed different patterns of shedding, indicating that Q fever was introduced in each flock at different times. During the first lambing season, an average of 66.3% ewes (120/181) and 60.5% yearlings (69/115) shed Coxiella through at least one of the excretion routes. The following lambing season a significant decrease in ewes shedding was observed (10.0%, 16/160). Independently of the percentage of shedders, all farms presented positive aerosols. Most of the dust samples were C. burnetii-positive but a progressive decrease in bacterial load was observed. Significant correlations between percentage of animal shedders and bacterial burden in dust and indoors aerosols were found. Studies on C. burnetii viability in environmental samples are in progress to determine how long C. burnetii remains viable in farms with a previous episode of Q fever.
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