
 

 

      

      Farm Newsletter Jan 2015 
       A New Year, A New Look! 

 

Difficult Times 
There is again a huge downward pressure on milk prices which threatens ongoing investment and security 
for not just the dairy sector but for the whole livestock industry. The dairy farmer is the key business which 
supports so many livestock service industries - including our own. So with this in mind what are the 
messages for the coming year for us all no matter what sort of enterprise we have? 

 Reduce wastage from diseases especially lameness, transition/calving health issues and mastitis. 

 Adopt protocols which give clear benefits and results – whether it is, for example, mastitis or 
pneumonia 

 Invest in routine preventative care where it is available. “Reactive” treatment is very expensive. 

 Make sure you are getting the best from vaccine and drugs you use 
One of the most successful training courses we organised for farms last year was a review of drug usage 
and protocols for treatment. Going through logical processes for treatments and the types of product to 
use saved many farms huge amounts of money and often produced better results with treatments. It can 
also simplify things massively if there is a single approach to drug use and if you start from a point where 
we know what the treatment approach is on the farm we can make sensible changes when the need arises. 
You cannot afford to waste expensive drugs used incorrectly. 
 
Transition Management  
The last newsletter continued the various aspects 
of the transition cow that are important in 
producing a successful lactation. Continuing with 
this theme: - 
 
Moving and Grouping – This is a really difficult 
aspect to discuss and get right as the practicalities 
will vary enormously with each farm and what 
they can do.  
 
Let’s start with the basic principles. Moving cows 
into different social groups produces a period of 
around 48 hours after the change where the cow 
is struggling to establish social order in the new 
group and environment. This results in reduced 
food intake as other cows evict her from the feed 
fence and reduce the time spent feeding. 
So the principle is to minimise the number of 
regroupings that occur for the dry cow. With the 
near-to group of dry cows (last 3 weeks at least) 
can you: - 

 Keep the group constant with no further cows 
added till the last cow has calved – unlikely to 
be practical and wasteful on buildings. 

 Much more practical is to minimise the 
number of changes. Make it at least a week 
between introducing animals into the group. 

This will mean having the pen under-stocked 
for a lot of the time. 

 Do not isolate cows into special calving areas 
away from the dry cow group for more than a 
few hours as isolation from the rest of the 
herd is a stress. 

 
Feed Space in the Dry Cows – Cows tend to do 
things together in what is called allelomimetic 
behaviour – they follow the pattern of the “herd” 
or in this case the group. This means that feeding 
space can be limiting if they all decide to want to 
feed at the same time. If space is limiting then 
some cows will not be as dominant and simply 
reduce their feed intake. This is the key 
complication in the dry period when cows close 
to calving start to reduce feed intake and go into 
negative energy balance.  
If the dry cows have lock-up yolks then the 
minimum feed space is 760mm per cow where 
we assume that only 8 out of 10 are occupied. 
With an open feed trough this needs to be much 
greater at around 900mm or even 1 metre was 
best. Remember the dry cow group needs to 
cope with waves of calving i.e. the dry cow shed 
needs to be big enough for 140% of the average 
number of monthly calvings. 



Oxytocin for Milk Let Down 
So called ‘oxytocin addiction’ is increasing. This is the effect that occurs when cows - or usually heifers – 
are given oxytocin to let their milk down at milking. The issue becomes a habit or addiction for the animal. 
One issue may be that standard doses e.g 1ml of Oxytocin-S are a huge overdose and because a positive 
feedback mechanisms we are worsening the problem. Chronic oxytocin use will actually reduce milk 
ejection if given after 7 days. It may be better if the dose is reduced by either diluting it in saline which is a 
bit of a hassle or using very small insulin syringes to reduce the dose down to fractions of one ml – 
probably 0.1 or 0.2 ml intramuscularly at milking.  
High doses of oxytocin for mastitis therapy works by opening the blood/milk barrier in the milk alveoli 
allowing immune cells to enter the milk sinus to combat bacteria present. It will also increase emptying as 
well but we need to be careful that the opening of the cells does not allow bacterial toxins back into the 
circulation making the animal’s condition worse. 
 
Heifer “Output” in the Dairy Herd 
In October we pointed out the blunt truth that 
the UK dairy industry is probably not self-
sufficient in replacement heifers. The average 
herd with a normal mixture of beef and 
replacement breed inseminations is only 
producing 24 heifer calves per year. Then there 
are the rearing losses to come! We are launching 
a series of initiatives to address the wastage and 
shortfall in heifer output from dairy herds starting 
with an audit of your own herd to look at the 
herd replacement rate and the number of home 
reared heifers brought into the herd each year. 
The next step is to look at the key areas of loss. 
First Step – What are the management choices 
about breeding policy, then what are the fertility 
losses determining how many cows get pregnant. 
Both affect the numbers of heifers actually born 
per year. 
Second Step – Check the rearing policy to look at 
losses from birth to actually calving back into the 
herd: - 

 Calf disease losses 

 Rearing performance – individual farm targets 
 
There are key targets that need to be achieved: - 

 Benchmark calf disease and loss 

 Manage heifer fertility 

 Benchmark youngstock growth rates 

Weighing calves and youngstock is a good 
method to benchmark rearing performance and 
monitors all of the targets listed above. Key 
performances: - 

 Calves growing at 0.8kg per day come into 
oestrous anything up to 6 months before 
calves growing at 0.6kg a day. 

 To achieve 24 month calving at target weight 
growth rate must average 0.75kg per day.  

 Targets are double birth weight at 42 days, 
around 275kg at 10 months (puberty), 55% of 
adult body weight at breeding (14/15 
months), and 85% of adult body weight 
before first calving. 

 Growth at 0.45kg per day will produce a 
heifer that calves at 37 months 

The age at first calving has a huge effect on 
lactation performance. Heifers that calve at 25 
months and over have: - 

 Have increased rearing costs 

 Have more calving difficulties 

 Poorer fertility – decreased conception rates 
and longer to get in calf 

 Produced lower milk yields 

 Completes less lactations 

 Were more likely to be culled under 5years 

 Produced less replacements annually 

 
 

News 
 
Scabivax vaccine is still on back order from the 
manufacturer. Please ring us to order as usual 
and then we will contact you as soon as we 
get confirmation of its arrival date. 

Meetings 
Sheep Skills Workshop 

Wed 21 st Jan 1.30pm – 4.30pm 
Topics: Use of treatments around lambing 

time. Which drugs should you use? 
Coccidiosis – how do I prevent, control and 

treat it? 
Please phone to book a place. £20 per person 


