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With clear skies and warm days to end the month, first silage cuts may well be very early on in April. In 
light of last years’ forage crops this will be a welcome event. A warm spring can often offer a little positivity 
to plan and prepare for the summer months and get cattle out grazing. 
Dairy Key Performance Indicator Meeting 
At the end of March, we reviewed mastitis within 
our dairy group. With six years of data across the 
practice it is clear that whilst mastitis incidence 
rate has improved, there is still a significant way 
to go to reduce the overall cost of mastitis to 
herds. Improvements have been made through 
improved parlour protocols, housing and cubicle 
management, and general hygiene and as a result 
we see far fewer cases of contagious mastitis 
than we did in the past. However, the overall rate 
of mastitis has been maintained at a similar level 
through increased cases of environmental 
mastitis.  

Decisions about treatment and specific mastitis 

prevention all rely on pathogen identification for 
that individual farm. All cases of mastitis should 
be sampled into a 3ml pot before treatment. 
Once labelled with cow I.D, quarter I.D and date 
they can be frozen. A group of these samples can 
then be analysed regularly by the lab to not only 
provide information on the pathogen causing the 
mastitis but also sensitivity of that pathogen to 
farm treatment protocols. Where a good 
knowledge of farm mastitis pathogens exists 
there are also vaccines available to assist in the 
control efforts. Both STARTVAC and UBAC are 
three part vaccinations given pre and post calving 
to give protection in the dry period and peak 
lactation against two different mastitis pathogen 
groups. Whilst these are not a “magic bullet” they 
can be incorporated into farms that are struggling 
with mastitis incidence. 
 
Take Home Message: Sample ALL mastitis cases 
before treatment and store in the freezer with 
cow, quarter and date on the label.

 
KILO Club Meeting – Pre-Breed Decisions 
Last month’s Kilo Club meeting involved discussion around the importance of having a fertile bull that can 
perform and a new technique to allow more specific selection of heifers for breeding.  
Heifer pelvic measurement 
Costs associated with difficult calvings include the direct costs of 
labour, vet visits and dead calves as well as increased culling rate, 
poor fertility, and cows that fall outside the block in the following 
season. In order to reduce these costs, we need to examine the 
reasons for calving issues.  
The two most common causes of difficult births are: 

 calf size 

 pelvic area of the mother 

Low calf birth weights/calving ease can be selected for through bull EBVs (Estimated Breeding Values) and 
is the primary factor for calving success. However, a small heifer internal pelvic measurement is strongly 
linked to higher rates of issues. Pelvic area is now something we can assess using the RICE pelvimeter by 
measuring pelvic width and height. These two values are multiplied together to give an area value, which 
we can compare this to known normal values for continental and native breeds. A small pelvic area 
constitutes anything with a pelvic area of less than 140cm² at 13 months old. This is based on research  



performed, particularly in the US, which shows that pelvic growth rate is constant between 9 and 24 
months of age. In native breeds it’s around 8cm² per month and continentals around 10cm² per month. 
Heifers that do not meet the minimum requirements at 13 months old, are high risk for dystocia and 
should be removed from breeding groups and fattened or sold as stores as a short-term solution. As pelvic 
area is a highly heritable trait, in the longer-term herds breeding their own replacements will be able to 
remove unwanted genetics of narrow pelvises.  
 
Pelvic measuring can be combined with a pre-breeding check to monitor for free-martins, pregnancy, ovary 
and uterine development to ensure heifers are sexually mature and cycling. This is particularly important in 
herds that are bulling heifers at 15 months old; especially continental breeds that are known to reach 
puberty later than native breeds. Pre breed vaccinations such as BVD, IBR and Leptospirosis can also be 
administered at this time.  
 
Bull breeding soundness 
Recent studies in the UK show that 20-30% of fertility tested bulls are sub-
fertile. This is crucial when beef suckler profitability relies on kilos of beef 
weaned per number of cows put to the bull. Any inflammatory processes e.g. 
lameness or an increased temperature can damage sperm leading to a sub-
fertile bull which won’t necessarily be detected until cows are presented for 
PD. Therefore, investing a bit of time and money prior to the breeding 
season to make sure you are set up to be as efficient as possible is well 
worthwhile. 
 
We recommend having all bulls tested, 6-10 weeks prior to the start of the 
service period. This allows time for bulls to be treated/recover from any 
issues and then re-tested as the whole cycle of sperm production can take up to 60 days or worst case 
scenario for any replacements bulls to be sourced.  
 
A fully fertile bull run with 40-50 cows should achieve an average pregnancy rate to each service of 60%. 
This would result in 94% of cows being pregnant within 9 weeks of breeding. A sub-fertile bull that is 
achieving for example, only a 40% pregnancy rate to each service, would results in only 78% of cows being 
pregnant after a 9 week mating period. A significant increase in barren rates or an extended calving block! 
 
A breeding soundness exam includes checking: 

 Feet, legs and locomotion (fundamental for service) 

 Body condition score (aim for 3 - 3.5) 

 Health treatments are up to date (vaccinations, blood samples for 
new purchases/accreditation, parasite control) 

 Internal and external sexual organs (including testicle 
size/consistency) 

 Semen quality (volume, density, motility and abnormalities) 
 
Buying a new bull is a big investment and he needs to stay fit and fertile for at least six breeding years to be 
cost effective, pass on the genetic traits he was picked for and produce healthy, viable calves. However, 
data from 2000 - 2003 suggests that the average bull lifespan is six years resulting in only four working 
seasons. Therefore, we need to make sure we always look after our bulls to get the best return. A breeding 
soundness exam will help identify issues early on as well as using information such as EBVs to select for 
desirable traits. 
 

If you are interested in either of these services please give the farm office a call 


