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SUMMER, 
DON’T GO!

Welcome to September’s newsletter 
I hope it finds you all well.  Despite 
wanting to ignore the darker evenings 
and cooler days I don’t think we 
can deny that Autumn is on its way.  
Hopefully the great British weather 
can squeeze out a few more sunny days 
beforehand!  Hard to believe it was 
only 1 month ago we were discussing 
heat stress!  

There is plenty of grass still growing.  
Now is the time for optimal pasture 
management in order to secure good 
cover for Spring 2022 grazing.  Start 
thinking about closing off fields that 
are going to be grazed first and offering 
buffer sooner rather than later to 
avoid grazing them too short.  Tidy up 
and top any pastures that have lots of 
rejection sites and residuals to avoid 
bare patches next year.  

This month is also the last opportunity 
for application of nitrogen fertilizer in 
NVZs (15th September) and the time 
to start budgeting for winter feeding 
once all cuts have been done.  

Remember autumn grass is high risk 
for milk fever, having high potassium 
and low magnesium content.  Whilst 
milk fever is most commonly seen 
in calving cows and those in early 

lactation, all grazing cows are at risk.  
Alongside clinical classic “down cows” 
with milk fever, low calcium can be 
linked to uterine prolapses, difficult 
calvings, and a poor start to lactation 
and getting cows back in calf…..
prevention is key!!!  This is of course 
most relevant to those of you who 
graze cows close to calving.  Problems 
can possibly be counteracted by 
housing cows within 3 weeks of calving, 
feeding big bale silage (low potassium) 
outside or supplementing magnesium, 
as well as fire break actions of bottling 
and bolusing older and other high risk 
calving cows with calcium. 

Calf pneumonia is also one to get 
a hold on as we get into a changing 
season.  Again prevention is key; review 
housing environment, nutrition and 
vaccination protocols in order to 
optimise calves’ immunity before the 
stress period.   Please get in touch 
with us if you need any advice on these 
topics.  

Have a good one!

Amy

A HEALTHY 
TRANSITION (P2)

So, we have got our cows to the point of 
calving. We’ve paid attention to getting 
each cow in the right body condition, 
with a nice full rumen, a slightly acidic 
metabolism (to prime her ready for 
calcium mobilisation) and she is calm 
and relaxed with a pen of herd mates 
that she knows. Where do we go from 
here to keep things running smoothly 
and turn her into a healthy productive 
milker?

LOCATION, LOCATION, 
LOCATION
Where should we let our cows calve? 
Many farms have different ways of 
managing this key time. Some systems 
work, some do not! Ideally, we want 
our cows to start eating and drinking 
again as soon as possible after calving 
and we should bear this in mind when 
designing the system they will move 
through.

Golden rule: Avoid moving cows 
which are between 14 and 2 days pre-
calving. This is when intakes are crucial 
and naturally decreasing because of 
the impending birth. If a cow has to 
adjust to a new group as well as deal 
with calving she will not have enough 
time to eat and rest! In my mind - 

the most successful systems target a 
movement day outside of this window 
- either before it or after it. If you can, 
try to limit bringing new cows into dry 
groups to once a week - this will also 
reduce social turmoil.

Example #1: Large “close up” pen 
where every cow spends at least 
two weeks before calving. Calves are 
removed as soon as possible and / or 
placed in a “cuddle box” to prevent 
sucking or stumbling into cow muck! 

Advantages: Can be left unobserved 
for longer periods of time without 
detriment to calf health. If stocked 
correctly, access to feed / water is 
good. Stress is low. Comfort can be 
optimal.

IN FOCUS

In this second part of the Healthy  
Transition series Lewis looks at critical 
points for managing calving cows 
effectively.

Fig 1: a ‘cuddle box’ 
enables calves to 

receive contact from 
their dam without 
the risks of faecal 

contamination from 
her or other cows in 

the pen



Disadvantages: Cows are often dirtier, 
pen needs regular rebedding (daily) 
and mucking out (weekly) otherwise 
risk of fresh cow mastitis and Johnes 
infection (calves) is high.

Example #2: “Just in time” calving with 
dedicated calving boxes for each cow. 
Cows must not enter a box before you 
can see the calf ’s feet! Ligaments going 
“slack” and nesting behaviour are not 
always reliable signs of an imminent 
calving.

Advantages: Much cleaner for cows, 
reduced risk of mastitis and Johnes 
transfer to calves. Area requiring daily 
cleaning is reduced.

Disadvantages: Hourly observation 
of “close up” cows is mandatory. 
Consider a two row barn with cows 
facing away from the feed barrier to 
facilitate easy identification of calf feet 
/ water bags! If cows are moved too 
early then a higher risk of milk fever, 
retained placenta and ketosis result. If 
cows are not moved and calve in the 
cubicles, calf health can be severely 
compromised.

There are numerous other ways to 
manage calving groups, but these 
two examples work well if the points 
discussed above are catered for. 
Regardless, cows will seek a quiet area 
to calve in, and the quicker they find this 
the less time they will spend choosing 
and so stage one of parturition will 
progress without delay! Calving areas 
therefore should always be located 

away from vehicles, milking, visitors, 
dogs etc...  

SHOULD WE ASSIST?
The percentage of cows that require 
help calving varies from farm to farm. 
This is because of a range of factors. 
Is calcium balance correct? Subclinical 
hypocalcemia will delay parturition 
and mean more “assists”. Is the 
movement day correct? Stress close 
to calving can increase the number of 
malpresentations which need manual 
assistance. Are staff too keen? We all 
know the importance of saving as many 
calves as possible - however every 
cow that gets assistance (especially if 
using an aid / jack) will be at a higher 
risk of retained placenta. Generally, the 
number of calvings that have required 
any assistance (even minor) should be 
below 5% - higher than this will point 
to problems with cow management or 
just overzealous action!

Finally, helping a cow calve can be very 
dangerous. Having a head locking yoke  
(Fig 2) easily accessible from the calving 
area will almost eliminate this risk and 
will save you time! It will also facilitate 

Fig 2: a head-locking yoke in the calving yard is a 
must-have for safety and ease of handling

collecting colostrum, administering 
drugs and / or giving minerals. If you 
don’t already have one, it needs to go 
to the top of the “to-buy” list!

GET THE BASICS RIGHT
Once cows have calved, the calf should 
be removed as soon as possible, two 
buckets of warm water provided and 
fresh feed made available. This will 
encourage the cow to replenish fluids 
and get eating quickly - reducing the 
risk of milk fever. The cow’s demand 
for calcium will now be huge - if we 
have primed her right, much of this 
calcium will be available in her “bone 
pool” and can make up the short-term 
supply problem. Priming her correctly 
will also mean she can absorb calcium 
from her small intestines very 
effectively - we can take advantage of 
this and provide calcium boluses at 
calving and 12 hours later to ensure 
the ions are there ready in her guts! 
Colostrum should be collected as 
soon as possible - this is easier and 
more practical if handling facilities and 
a mobile milking machine are available. 
After first milking has been collected 
the cow can be moved to a “fresh 
group”.

The fresh group should always be 

managed to have ample room for cows. 
In a straw yard this should be 1m2 per 
1000L (10-12m2 per cow) or 1 cow 
or less per cubicle. Feed space should 
be ample, with 90cm per cow ideally. 
This practically means fresh groups 
work best on a two-row cubicle 
design. Monitor fresh cows at least 
daily for intakes and rumen fill (and 
look at rumination data if you have it!). 
Anything with a low rumen score (or 
decreased rumination time) should be 
examined for metritis, mastitis, ketosis 
or a DA. Once a cow has good rumen 
fill and is milking well she can compete 
with a larger group of cows and can 
be moved. Try to limit the size of your 
fresh pen as more cows means more 
competition and bigger variation in 
days in milk (i.e. a fresh calver would 
have to compete with a 30-40 day cow 
in a big fresh pen).

SHOULD WE FEED FRESH 
COWS DIFFERENTLY?
There are a few things that can improve 
fresh cow performance from a purely 
nutritional point of view. Intakes are the 
bottom line and this should always be 
the most important thing to monitor. 
Feed to slightly higher residuals in 
this group to ensure as many cows as 
possible eat as much as possible. Target 
10%. A fresh cow’s rumen’s ability to 
transition into a higher starch ration is 
not instant. Fresh cow rations seem to 
work best if they are less than 8% DM 
difference in sugar/starch content from 
the close dry cow ration. For example, 
if you feed a full TMR milking diet to 
fresh cows, either think about 
adopting a “close-Fig 3: a fresh cow two-row cubicle set up with 

locking head yokes to make fresh checks easy



Becoming a CowSignals advisor has really opened my eyes to some of the 
bottlenecks that cows come across on dairy farms and how they can really hold 
cows back from achieving their full potential. Hopefully by sharing some of this 
information with you it will help you to spot things on your own farm and make 
improvements that benefit both you and the cows.

The core concept of cowsignals is improving the overall 
health and productivity of the cow by carefully observing 
how they interact with their environment. There are six 
key areas to assess:  Feed,  Water, Light, Air, Rest and 
Space

These sound simple but they are absolutely crucial to 
get right; it can be surprising how lacking some of these 
areas actually are in many housing systems in the UK. All 
of these factors add up to the overall picture of cow health on farm and there are 
some key warning signs to watch out for that could be the first sign of trouble. 
Observing 20% of the herd at random (e.g. 100 cow herd means observing 20 
cows) how many cows can you see that have at least one of the following?

• Curved back
• Lameness / switching back feet
• Empty/ low score rumens
• Wounds/ hair loss / swelling (hock, pastern, knees)
• Low BCS (<2.5)

If more than 20% of the cows observed have picked up scores in any of these areas 
then there is room for improvement and if the percentage is 30% or more then 
action should be taken as soon as possible.

Training yourself or farm staff to make good observations and taking the time to 
observe cows twice a day for signs of good health, good feed intake and no distress 
could be a valuable process. Make sure to implement immediate effective reactions 
when there are signs of disease, poor feed intake and distress. The key principle 
here is to LOOK with purpose, THINK about why this is happening, and ACT as 
soon as possible to address the problem.

Look out in future newsletters for more on CowSignals, or feel free to give me a 
call if you want to find out more.

        Zoe

COW SIGNALS – WHAT ARE YOUR 
COWS TRYING TO TELL YOU?

SPOTLIGHT
up” dry cow group that has a slightly 
higher starch content in the last 
three weeks pre-calving or changing 
the fresh cow ration to decrease the 
starch content. 

This is because the population of 
“rumen bugs” needs time to adapt 
and change in order to process more 
starch, and the rumen papillae need 
time to lengthen and increase their 
surface area ready to absorb more 
VFAs from fermentation. This can 
lead to nutritional “upsets” or cows 
that do not ramp up intakes well due 
to sporadic subacute acidosis if the 
differential is too high. Think of all 
those fresh cows that need “pumping” 
regularly to get them going - could this 
be a contributing factor?

If possible, the fresh cow ration should 
be highly positive DCAB - this will 
help to combat metabolic acidosis 
and drive intakes - adding sodium 
bicarbonate is a good way to do this. 

Many thanks to the numerous and generous 
donations sponsoring our five golfers who 
completed the 72-hole challenge at Pryors 
Hayes Golf Course at the end of last month.  
They played pretty much non-stop from 5:30am 
to 8:30pm on an absolutely perfect August day, 
hitting nearly 2000 shots, losing numerous golf 
balls (some of them more than others) and 
raising over £2000 for Cancer Research UK 
along the way!  

The giving page is still open so if you would 
like to donate, head to https://fundraise.
cancerresearchuk.org/team/nantwich-farm-vets

When combined with a negative 
DCAB dry cow ration, the effect is like 
a slingshot to the cows metabolism 
and this will drive a huge appetite. It 
will also buffer the cow’s metabolism 
and keep her alkali even if she dips into 
“ruminal acidosis” - helping to prevent 
the appetite suppressing effects of 
metabolic acidosis.

In summary, if cows can have a stress 
free calving which they have been 
primed correctly for and we facilitate 
their access to fresh feed, water and 
provide a comfortable place to rest 
then we should be left with an easy 
transition - saving time, money and 
effort picking up the pieces!

A final thought. When you are next 
faced with a sick post-fresh cow, get 
her treated. But then, ask the question, 
why did this happen to her and how 
can I fix the source of this problem? 
Seal the hole in the ship first, don’t just 
bail faster!

THE GREAT GOLF CHALLENGE COMPLETED!
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