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PM Case Discussion ï Roan Heifer  
 

This case discussion about a roan heifer is to show you how 
much information you could get out of a Post-Mortem 
examination (when done thoroughly and soon after death). 
Finding out why an animal has died, helps you to take 
appropriate management/preventative measures and thus 
maintain herd health and to optimize your animal production. 
We provide you the history of the animal, some PM photos, and then follow up with our 
interpretation of the findings leading to a diagnosis of the cause of death of the animal as well as 
management advise.   

History  
Species: Roan 
Sex:  Heifer 
Age:  6-8 months 
 
This case takes place during the severe drought of 2019, which also hit this farm hard. All animals on 
the farm received supplemental feeding, consisting of lucerne and boskos. They had access to a 
phosphate lick which contained a little bit of urea.  

This roan heifer was acutely and severely ill - we were called out to examine and treat her. In the days 
before this roan got sick, two other roan cows died following an acute illness. No post-mortems were 
done on these, but according to the farm workers they were bloated. Upon our arrival on the farm (2 
hours after receiving the call out), the roan heifer just died.  

The Po st -Mortem  
Below we give you with our observations and photos. Try to use this information to see if you can 
come up with a list of possible causes of death.  

External Examination of the carcass before conducting the PM 

 
Figure 1 The roan heifer was in a poor body condition and bloated 

 
Figure 2 The mucous membranes were of a purple-bluish colour (cyanotic) 
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Internal examination 
Upon opening of the carcass, 
we found bleedings 
(haemorrhages) on the 
rumen wall (Figure 4). The 
question is, did the bloating 
(and subsequent bleedings 
on the rumen wall) happen 
before, or after the roan died?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Figure 4 Small bleedings on the rumen 

 
Figure 5 No fat was observed around the heart groove 

 
There was no fat around the coronary groove (groove that 
separates the atria and ventricles) around the heart, and also 
no fat on the omentum ((thin membrane that covers the 
stomachs and intestines) nor around the kidneys (Figure 5, 
Figure 6). What does this imply? 

The heart was otherwise normal. The lungs and liver 
appeared to be normal. The spleen was contracted.  

  

Figure 3 Overview of the chest- and 
abdominal areas 

Figure 6 No fat around the omentum 
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The fore-stomachs showed some 
interesting findings. First of all, the 
rumen was very full, and the contents 
were dry and impacted (Figure 7).  

The next stomach, the reticulum, was 
completely empty (Figure 8, Figure 9), 
which was strange, considering that the 
following compartment, the omasum 
and abomasum, were impacted with dry 
content.   

The duodenum (first part of the small 
intestines) was completely empty, 
indicating that no food was passing 
through from the abomasum.  

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 8 The reticulum (yellow arrow) as seen from the outside, looking 
empty. The blue arrow indicates the omasum. 

 
Figure 9 The reticulum seen from the inside; it was indeed completely empty 

 

Lastly, we found that the pyloric sphincter was thickened, and its 
opening was therefore narrowed (Figure 10). The pyloric sphincter 
can be found at the transition of the (abomasum) stomach and 
intestine. It is a muscle that controls the movement of partially 
digested food and juices from the stomach into the duodenum. 
This pyloric sphincter thickening is not easy to identify and 
requires a person to be well experienced in doing PMôs.   

Figure 7 The rumen was full, and its 
content impacted 

Figure 10 The pyloric sphincter 
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