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GETTING INTO 
THE SPRING OF 
THINGS
Hi everyone! I am the most recent 
addition to the Nantwich Farm 
Vets team. I graduated last July from 
University of Liverpool and started 
working at the vets at the end of 
September. 

I have really enjoyed my first 
few months at the practice. The 
transition from university to 
working in a practice has been 
challenging, however the support of 
the practice and the clients has made 
the transition a lot easier! Every 
day I am learning something new 
and a lot of what you learn on farm 
can’t be taught in a lecture theatre. 
Having grown up in the area I have 
an advantage travelling to farms on 
roads I’m familiar with (although I 
still manage to get lost frequently). In 
January I started on the out of hours 
rota which has been exciting.  Dealing 
with more challenging emergency 
cases like caesareans makes being 
called out in the eary hours of the 
morning worthwhile. 

While being on farm I have 
particularly enjoyed doing fertility 
work and surgical cases like DAs and 
caesareans. With spring approaching I 

am looking forward to more lambings 
and sheep caesareans. A highlight so 
far for me has been my first uterine 
prolapse which I managed to fix and 
doing my first DA.

In my spare time I often go to clay 
shooting grounds and enjoy sporting 
clays. I have slowly been making 
my way round the local shooting 
grounds and I am open to any 
recommendations for good places 
to shoot (and good pubs!). At the 
weekends I also help out on the 
family dairy farm.  Although it can 
be stressful working with family, I am 
enjoying getting stuck in and being 
a part of the farm. I am excited for 
the F1 season to start again and am 
hoping this season will be as exciting/
controversial as the last. 

I would like to say thank you to 
everyone for being so welcoming on 
farm, I have really enjoyed my first 
few months at Nantwich, and I look 
forward to meeting more of you in 
the future!

Becky

CRITICAL FACTORS 
FOR HEALTHY DRY 
COWS

The period from drying off through 
calving to lactation is a high-risk time for 
the dairy cow and can be some of the 
most stressful days in the cow calendar. 
Numerous changes occur during the 
dry and early lactation periods in the 
dairy cow. 

These changes include: 
• Cessation of milking at dry-off 
• Changes in environment and ration 

composition 
• Rapid calf growth in late gestation
• Decline in dry matter intake just 

prior to calving 
• Initiation of colostrum production 
• Hormonal changes, including 

declining progesterone and rising 
oestrogen blood levels 

• The process of giving birth 
• Rapid increase in milk production 

and energy demand (within 2d 
of calving, the energy the cow 
requires doubles!)

With all this in mind, it’s no wonder that 
making concerted efforts to ensure 
that cows can go through all these 
dry period changes in a low stress 
and comfortable environment results 
in a smoother happier transition for 

both cow and farmer.  In fact, managing 
this period correctly is one of the key 
factors for overall farm success and 
productivity.

SO HOW CAN WE HELP COWS 
TRANSITION SUCCESSFULLY?
A healthy dry period starts with 
managing the cow’s condition score 
during lactation, especially later on. 
Much of this relies on farm fertility and 
nutrition management,  especially in late 
lactation.  Over-conditioned dry cows 
are likely to have lower feed intakes 
after calving and higher incidence of 
metabolic issues like ketosis.

The cow should be giving as little milk 
as possible on drying off day (ideally 
<15L). If yield reduction is necessary, 
put the cow in a drying off group on a 
reduced ration OR zero concentrates 
for 5-7 days before dry off.  Milking 
once a day is not advisable as it can 
increase risk of new infections and 
negatively impact the formation of the 
keratin plug.

Preventing mastitis at dry off is a 
challenge that every dairy faces. 
The accumulation of milk 
after dry off 

IN FOCUS

The dry period is a key time to set up your 
cows for the next lactation.  Zoe Waterson 
looks at the main success factors.



creates an obvious risk factor, though 
this milk build up starts to drop on day 
four after dry off. After a week the teat 
canals of 50% of cows will be closed 
and a keratin plug formed, however the 
teat canals of 20% of cows never close 
completely or form the keratin plug! 

It is for this reason we must give cows 
the best hygiene possible in the dry 
pen, healthy teats with no callouses, 
appropriate yield at dry off  and no 
milk leakage if possible, as these will all 
help to reduce the risk of contracting 
mastitis around dry off. Teat sealants 
are a useful tool to help combat dry 
period mastitis but always use these 
under veterinary advice.  The vast 
majority of mastitis cases in the first 
30d of lactation will be dry period in 
origin, so if you seem to be treating 
a lot of fresher cows, it’ll be worth 
a look at some of these areas - and 
not just relying on dry cow antibiotic 
treatments!

Managing the introduction of heifers 
to the transition group also requires 
careful consideration. They are often 
sub-ordinate in the hierarchy of the 

group, therefore often end up standing 
for long periods, eating quickly and 
often eat too little if there is extra 
stress or not sufficient space within the 
group. Introducing them into the group 
4-6 weeks before calving allows them 
to adjust to their surroundings and 
form a social group. 

Because a successful dry period is 
so reliant on correct feed and water 
intakes cows also need to have healthy 
feet to be able to do this, a lame cow 
will not eat or drink enough and 
therefore will become a problem cow 
after calving. Checking the feet at dry off 
and trimming and treating as necessary 
means that she will also be set up for 
her fresh period as a milking cow. 

Nutritional management of transition 
cows underpins so much of the success 
of this crucial period that we could 
dedicate a whole article to it on its 
own. Providing a properly formulated 
well mixed ration fresh every day will 
help to maximise intakes.  Poor intakes 
in the dry period will lead to poor 
intakes post-calving which will lead to 
prolonged negative energy balance and 
all the metabolic issues that go with it.  

This can be monitored by looking at 
eating behaviour (are cows keen to 
come to the barrier?), rumen fill (average 
score 3.5-4 with no variation between 
cows) and manure (well formed but 
not thick, no variation between cows). 
Cows need consistency in this area and 
feeding the same quantity at the same 
time every day and they all need to be 
able to feed at the same time with a 
minimum feed space of 80cm/cow. 

Water provision should not be ignored 
either, especially as dry cow mixes tend 
to have high fibre contents. 10% of your 
dry cow group should be able to drink 
at the same time and should be able 
to drink 10L of water in one minute 
(i.e. make sure that water provision 
has a high enough flow rate, slow filling 
troughs mean that cows will spend 
more time waiting)

Housing transition cows requires 
careful tweaking from that of milking 
cows as she needs more room to lie 
down, they also need plenty more 
space for good cow flow past large 
dominant cows. Pens should be dry and 
well ventilated (people should be happy 
to kneel down in the straw/cubicle and 

not get wet knees!). Dry cows need at 
least 10m2 straw space per cow (plus 
extra for loafing) and 1kg/m2 per day 
should be added to the pen to maintain 
good hygiene.  Dry cow cubicles should 
be approximately 3.25m long x 1.35 
wide with a brisket board 1.9m from 
back edge of cubicle and a neck rail 
1.25m off the ground (obviously adjust 
to the stature of your herd!). 

SO WHEN SHOULD WE 
INTERVENE? 
If all the success factors are in place 
every single day then good results are 
sure to follow. If you start experiencing 
problems around the time of calving the 
dry period is often a good place to start 
looking for answers and don’t forget 
to check the basics are in place first. 
Monitoring disease and issues around 
this transition period is really helpful in 
identifying what might be of significance 
and what factors are worth looking 
at changing, as well as measuring the 
impact of any changes that have been 
made.  Intervention levels for different 
diseases are shown in Table 1.  If you 
can’t find anything immediately obvious 
then it may be time to dig deeper and 
speak to one of us! 

Take action if:

Milk fever >10% 

Mastitis up to 14DIM >10%

Retained placenta >5%

Uterine infection >10%

Abomasal displacement >5%

Clinical ketosis >5%

Subclinical ketosis >10%

White vulval discharge >10%

Fig 1: whatever the bedding, the dry cow 
environment must be clean and comfortable

Fig 2: feed must be consistent and well mixed to 
maximise intakes

Fig 3: dry cows have much greater space 
requirements than the rest of the herd

Table 1: intervention levels for transition problems



I am sorry to write that I am leaving the practice after 7.5 
years.  I have had a wonderful time getting to know and 
working with you all.  It has been a true privilege working in 
such a progressive dairy farming area.  The role of the farm 
vet has evolved dramatically over such a short period to 
fulfil the ever changing needs of the industry. 

I have loved being so involved with my farms, helping with big decision-making as 
well as completing more routine work, keeping everything moving forward, and 
then sharing the rewards of change together.  It fills my heart when I read studies 
demonstrating that the farm vet is still one of the most trusted sources of input on 
a farm (being said by farmers in questionnaires etc). 

Sustainability in agriculture is a hot topic at the moment and educating the 
consumer forms a large part of this.  I still spend a lot of my time discussing the 
ins and outs of dairy farming with my school friends; my day job never ceases to 
amaze them even after 10 years of vetting and I feel lucky to have such a rewarding 
and diverse career.  We must keep promoting the fantastic job the British farming 
industry is doing. 

Special thanks to my routine clients for everything they have taught me from 
help with my post-graduate certificate to blowing up my tyres or re-filling my 
screenwash!  I will miss the weekly chit chat, the laughs and watching the farms 
invest and improve.  Also, a thank you to my sheep clients and flock club for all their 
engagement in our meetings in the classroom and on farm. 

I wish all Nantwich Farm Vet clients the best in meeting all the challenges involved 
in feeding an ever growing population.

TEAM NEWS GOODBYE FROM AMY

MEDICINES

Some of you are aware of (and have been affected 
by) the difficulty of getting stock of Huskvac on 
demand this year.  We will be ensuring that second 
doses come at the right time, but if you have not 
yet ordered your first doses, please do so now 
so that you won’t have to delay turning out your 
youngstock longer than necessary.    

Lungworm is well established on much of UK pastures, and outbreaks can be very 
unpredictable, so vaccination with Huskvac is such a useful part of your control 
strategy, rather than relying on wormers which won’t provide long-term immunity. 

The recent bout of glorious sunshine 
and warmth has been lovely to work 
in, and has seen some cows being 
turned out too.  But with it comes 
some increasing risks, and one in 
particular for sheep owners is that of 
the parasitic worm, Nematodirus battus.

WHAT IS IT?
N. battus is one of many gutworms that 
can infect sheep.  They cause damage 
to the intestinal wall, impacting the 
absorption of nutrients, leading to poor 
growth, diarrhoea and dehydration, 
and potential mortality.

WHAT'S DIFFERENT WITH N. 
BATTUS?
Most gutworms have a lifecycle 
involving the passing of eggs in faeces, 
hatching into larvae through 3-4 
developmental stages on the pasture 
before they are infective, ingested by 
the new host and mature into adults 
in the intestines of the sheep.  This 
hatching and maturation process can 
take a number of weeks to complete 
depending on temperature and other 
conditions.  

N. battus on the other hand (see 
lifecycle above) develop into infective 
larvae within the egg, but cold weather 
(over winter) will delay hatching.  Then, 
with a sudden increase in temperature 
like we have just had, these infective 
larvae can hatch en masse, coinciding 
with the time when growing lambs are 

put onto pastures.  Disease caused by 
N. battus can strike very quickly, in a 
large group, with little or no warning.

WHAT ARE THE RISK FACTORS?
• a sudden increase in temperature, 

especially after a cold snap

• Grazing of lambs 6-12w of age 
(eating a significant amount of grass)

• mixed age groups of lambs

• grazing on pastures (especially 
south-facing) that had lambs grazing 
on them last year

WHAT CAN YOU DO?
If possible, graze this years lambs on 
alternative, clean pastures that didn't 
graze any lambs last year.  If that's 
not possible and you decide to treat, 
use a white drench (1-BZ on the 
Scops "Know Your Anthelmintics" 
guide), and ensure you weigh and 
dose correctly.  There's loads more 
great info worth looking at on   
scops.org.uk.

NEMATODIRUS BATTUSSPOTLIGHT
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