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HAPPY FLU 
YEAR!
The week between Christmas and 
New Year is always a bit weird.  It 
seems easy to lose track of what day 
it is - particularly with bank holidays 
and an extra day or two off here and 
there.  Visits to family are over and 
done with, the house is a maze of 
newly made lego sets, jigsaw puzzles, 
games and chocolate, and there’s not 
any of the normal routine stuff to 
set one day apart from another.  So 
perfect time to write the newsletter! 
I do hope you’ve all had a good 
Christmas, however you have chosen 
to celebrate it!

The highly pathogenic strain of bird 
flu (H5N1) has reared it’s ugly head, 
and the word ‘unprecedented’ is 
once again being used with regard 
to a disease outbreak.  Over the last 
two months the APHA have had to 
rope in practicing vets to deal with 
the significant number of surveillance 
visits within a 10km radius around 
each of the confirmed infected 
premises in the country.  The closest 
of these to us currently have been 
around Frodsham in the north and 
Wem further south, but we have had 
some of our vets doing work on behalf 
of the government up around Preston 
and even into Yorkshire where there 
are much larger outbreaks.  We 
currently have a vet on rota for this 
every day during the week, and two 
at the weekend.  Suffice to say that a 

number of us have been having more 
to do with chickens than ever before, 
and certainly more than we would 
choose!  

There are national measures in place 
to limit the spread of and eradicate 
the disease - it is a legal requirement 
for all bird keepers across the UK 
(whether a commercial flock or 
just a few birds in your garden) to 
keep your birds housed to minimise 
exposure and contact with wild birds, 
and follow strict biosecurity measures 
regarding visitors, disinfection and 
storage of bedding, feed and water.  
Do check out the government advice 
online for more information - we do 
need to take this seriously!

So here’s to the new year - may it be 
a more prosperous, productive and 
predictable one than the last!  

SPOTLIGHT

Some of you may have read the footnote in last month’s newsletter 
stating that the TB Advisory Service (TBAS) was to return in 2022 
with another round of funding.  During the previous round of 
funding Amy and I (John M) delivered 70 on farm advice visits as 
well as many more phone advice calls. 

For those of you who still aren’t aware of what TBAS is, I’ll explain a little.  It was set 
up in 2017 with funding from the RPA gained through the EU.  It was offered to all 
cattle keepers in the high risk and edge areas of England, and delivered by both vets 
and independent consultants who had all undertaken a full day of training.  The service 
offered advice over the phone, an on-farm visit, or both.  The visit involved walking 
round the farm, looking at all cattle buildings, feed stores, forage pits etc.  We would 
then go and look at any known badger setts on farm to look 
for activity and possible tracks towards the farm or through 
grazing fields.  Finally after going round the farm we would 
sit down and go through a series of questions regarding 
the major risk factors and farm’s TB history.  At the end of 
this we had to come up with four recommendations for 
the farm that would improve TB biosecurity on farm in the 
future.  If the farm had a history of TB then the advice was 
aimed around getting clear, however if the farm was clear of 
TB then it was aimed at trying to stay that way - both are 
important! 

The new round of TBAS has a lot of similarities but there are some important 
differences.  Firstly the funding has come from DEFRA this time, hence we don’t 
require your SBI (which was a pain for some) now, but like last time ,it is completely 
FREE to the farmer.  It will also consist of two visits now.  The first will follow the 
same lines as detailed above, but there will also be a six month follow up visit to 
ascertain how many of the recommendations have been undertaken.  Funding won’t 
be provided until we have completed the second visit, so this is compulsory.  

Another important change is that only vets can deliver the visits this time round.  
Amy and I have already completed our refresher training so we are good to go come 
January.  We are planning to get more vets trained up next year with Peter and Laura 
already being registered.  We’ll keep you updated as vets complete their training.  

One other significant change is that this service isn’t just available to cattle keepers 
now but people who farm any livestock that are susceptible to TB (sheep, goats, 
camelids & pigs).  The service is also open to all of England now not just the edge and 
HRA.  Unfortunately the service isn’t available if you farm in Wales but they do have a 
close equivalent, Cymorth TB, which Steve is trained up to deliver. 

The last very important fact to be aware of is that even if you had a visit previously 
you are still entitled to another one this time round. 

Finally I’d just like to wish you all a very Merry Christmas and a healthy New Year.  We 
look forward to getting back on your farms delivering more TBAS visits in 2022!

TBAS ROUND TWO

fro m  the  Na ntw ich  Fa rm  Vet  tea m !



BENCHMARKING 
THE UK DAIRY 
HERD

University of Reading have conducted 
annual studies evaluating data on dairy 
herd fertility, production, and health 
since 2010 using a randomly selected 
sample of 500 herds that milk record 
with National Milk Records (NMR). 
Many of the parameter calculations have 
not changed since 2010 so results are 
directly comparable across all studies 
and provide a valuable description of 
how performance has changed in the 
national herd. Other parameters, such 
as Johnes disease, have been recently 
added. These provide an indication of 
the disease prevalence. Within this 
article are included graphs showing 
NFV client data for comparison.

HERD SIZE
Median (a numeric value that separates 
the higher half from the lower half or 
in layman’s terms the middle number 
of the ordered set of data) herd size 
in 2020 is 174 cows, up by nearly 50 
cows since 2010. 1 in 4 herds have 
over 252 cows and 1 in 4 have below 
118 cows.  NFV median size of milk 
recorded herds are 309 cows.  

LONGEVITY
Median age at first calving (AFC) 
in 2020 is 2.3 years (27.6 months). 
Median age at exit is 6.0 years giving 
3.7 years of productive life. Both these 
ages have dropped since 2010. The 
evidence is strong regarding age at 
first calving. This national value of 27.6 
months is still too high, though the 
average (mean) is slightly lower than 
the median. NFV clients milk recorded 
database has AFC at just under 25 
months. 

IN FOCUS

Rob George explains some of the data 
parameters used for evaluating and 
comparing UK dairy herds

AFC can be farm specific, mainly based 
on the presence of a lactating heifer 
group or not and youngstock growth 
rates. However, when youngstock 
growth rates are good and 400kg LWT 
is achieved by approximately 400 days 
of age, calving at 23-24 months is very 
achievable and more economically 
efficient than 27-28 months.  There is 
plenty of individual farm data showing 
heifers calving in at 22 months out-
performing older AFC, having higher 
first lactation and lifetime yields.  
Certainly a farm specific discussion 
though.

Median lactations per cow at exit in 
2020 is 3.5.  This is 0.4 lactations less 
than 2010. As would be expected 
median cull rates have gone up from 
24% in 2010 to 28% in 2020. There 
will be difference of opinions on the 
welfare and economical significance 
of this increase. Personally, from 
observing herd costings, providing 
death rates are less than 4% and 
enough quality heifers are coming into 
the herd (or a good purchasing policy 
if flying herd), then I have no problem 
with these or in a lot of instances even 
higher cull rates. 

Cows leaving the herd in the first few 
months of lactation and/or casualties/
deaths are far more relevant as 
welfare and management indicators.   
Obviously knowing and addressing 
what you’re culling cows for is 
extremely important and needs to 
be regularly assessed.  You should be 
deciding, not the cow herself, whether 
and when to cull.

FERTILITY 
Median calving interval in 2020 is 400 
days. This has reduced steadily from 
424 days in 2010. 

The validity of fertility data from milk 
recordings is far from perfect, so we 
need to interpret this fertility data 
with care. I would just look at trends 
and not actual rates. 

Median herd conception rates have 
increased by 3% from 32% in 2010 up 
to 35% in 2020.  NFV database shows 
median CR to also be 35%.  Note, there 
is a lot more sexed semen used in 2020 
compared to 2010, which would tend 
to reduce CR - though over the last 
few years conception rates for certain 
sexed semen have been as high if not 
higher than conventional. 1 in 4 herds 
have conception rates of 29% or less. 

Annual pregnancy rates have gone 
from 9% in 2010 to 14% in 2020. 
Remember milk recording data often 
has preg rates a few percentage points 
lower than actual. Median preg rates 
(PR) of NFV clients from their milk 
recording data is just over 21% 
and median heat 



detection rates (IR) approximately 
56%.  Reading University found heat 
detection rates in their data set was 
just over 40% on average.  

MILK PRODUCTION 
Median lifetime milk per cow per day 
of life in 2020 is 12.8kg, down from 
13.0kg in 2019. These parameters 
increased steadily from 2010 to 2019.  
NFV client database shows this figure 
to be 13.8kg/cow/day of life.  

Total lifetime yield is an interesting 
figure to look at.  In my late father’s 
days, 1970s to early 90s, his aim was for 
every cow to give 50T of milk before 
she left the herd. If it was achieved it 
took 7-10 lactations.  Cows nowadays 
have the potential to reach that yield in 

a lot fewer lactations.  NFV’s recorded 
database shows total lifetime yield 
around 28T.  Though don’t sacrifice 
culling rate to chase lifetime yield - 
another discussion point!  

Average milk per cow per year in 2020 
is 8,094kg. This has increased by 16% 
since 2010.  NFV current average on 
recorded herds is 8559kg.  Protein % 
has gone from 3.27 to 3.32 and fat % 
3.96 to 4.13 since 2010.  NFV client’s 
database shows median protein of 
3.4% and butterfat 4.3%.  

SOMATIC CELL COUNT (SCC)
Median SCC in 2020 is 173,000 cells/ml 
milk, a reduction of 39,000 since 2010.  
Interestingly NFV clients median bulk 
tank SCC is also 173,000 cells/ml milk.   

In 2020, 75% of herds had an average 
SCC lower than the average of 
214,000 cells/ml milk in 2010. In 2020, 
69% of the 500 herds had a SCC 
below 200,000 cells compared to 44% 
in 2010. 

The median level of chronic high SCC 
cows has also gone down from 14% in 
2010 to 9% in 2020. There is obviously 

 
COURSES

ONLINE MEDICINES COURSE
Thursday 20th January
There are still a few places remaining.  The session covers 
correct use and administration of medicines and avoiding 
residues and fulfils all the requirements for Red Tractor Farm 
Assurance. Ring the office to book your place.

DAIRYLAND FOOT-TRIMMING COURSE
Date TBC
We’ve had plenty of interest for our next four-day foot-
trimming course, encompassing in-depth anatomy and theory 
along with practical trimming with knives and grinders on 
cadaver feet and live cows on farm.  Contact the office to 
reserve a place.

a strong correlation between chronic 
high SCC cows and herd SCC. There is 
also an increase, 33% to 49%, in cows 
completing lactations with no high 
SCC recordings from 2010 to 2020.

JOHNES DISEASE (JD)
In the 233 herds out of the 500 that 
tested for JD for over 2 years, the 
average percent of cows with multiple 
(more than one) high JD test result 
is 3.2% in 2020 compared to 3.5% 
in 2018. There were 21 herds with 
no cows with more than 1 high test. 
However, the percentage of cows with 
any high-test result is 9.1% in 2020 
compared to 8.6% in 2018. In the 
105 herds that have been testing for 
more than 7 years, the percentage of 
cows with more than a single high test 
peaked close to 7% between August 
2015 and July 2016.  Since then, the 
prevalence has more than halved to 
3.2%.

SUMMARY
These results show the national dairy 
sector is increasingly efficient with 
increases in milk production KPI’s and 
steady improvements in fertility and 
SCC parameters.  NFV client medians 
are comparable or better than national 
averages in most areas!

Herd size appears to have stabilised in 
recent years, after increasing in the first 
half of the last decade. The productive 
life of cows appears static at just over 
3.5 lactations. Viable cull rates are farm 
specific, however carrying passengers 
on any dairy farm is not profitable 
and where your own cull rates should 
be needs discussion. Define what a 
passenger is on your farm and when 
her space needs to be made available 
for a fresh heifer or purchased heifer/
cow who is going to be far more 
productive and profitable.
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