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Methane comes from rumination i.e. from the cows 
themselves; livestock emissions account for around 35% 
of UK methane production. Nitrous oxide comes from 
fertiliser/manure application to land and manure storage
(hence the NVZ regulations). Carbon dioxide is what is often
mentioned first when referring to greenhouse emissions - 
this comes from our machinery, lighting and the dairy plant.

Why should we be measuring greenhouse 
emissions on our farms? 
The livestock industry produces 18% of all worldwide 
greenhouse gas emissions - this gets us bad press!  More
importantly, measures to improve carbon output usually have
a positive impact on farm productivity thus improving your
bottom line.  Improving animal health and welfare is both
essential for farm income and for public approval.  Sick cows
have poorer feed conversion as well as a loss of production.

There are 5 main areas for improving sustainability 
in dairy production:

l Optimal health, welfare and fertility
l Optimal nutrition
l Genetic potential for efficient production
l Good housing
l Good management

Practical on-farm changes that could have a 
significant effect on reducing emissions:

l Aim to increase yields by up to 30% whilst also reducing
numbers of cows farmed

l Increasing heat detection rate by 20% can greatly reduce
methane production - all efforts to improve fertility
performance will have a positive effect

l Provide a high starch diet - however, this is extremely 
risky for the cow as it can lead to sub-acute ruminal 
acidosis (SARA) which goes against health and 
welfare considerations

l Provide a high fat diet - this is also risky as it can have a
detrimental effect on fibre digestion 

l Use of anaerobic digestion systems to use waste products
including manure as an alternative energy source

For all types of dairy farm, aiming to improve efficiency of milk
production will serve to reduce the negative environmental
effects of dairy farming.  Fewer culls due to health and fertility
mean fewer replacements and therefore fewer resources
needed.  Fewer sick cows mean less lost milk due to 
treatments or due to subclinical disease.  We need to 
understand that the biggest gains will be from improved
health and reproductive performance, for example, for every
extra day on your calving interval, an extra 18g of carbon 
dioxide is produced.  There can be 25% difference in carbon
output between the best and worst herds in terms of fertility
performance so this is a good place to start.  Regular 
veterinary visits alongside active herd health planning with 
set targets and monitoring will help to achieve this.

The UK has one of the most ambitious national climate change
programmes in the world with a promise to cut greenhouse 
emissions by 80% by 2050 relative to what they were in 1990. 
What are greenhouse emissions and how do these relate to
our cows and farming methods? 

Rose Jackson BVSc DBR MRCVS Associate Partner

Sustainable Dairy Production
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A date has now
been confirmed for
our latest XLVets
FarmSkills Course:
'The What's, When's, Why's and
How's of Veterinary Medicines' 

This interactive course aims to give you the 
tools to be able to decide which animals require
treatment, and what the appropriate drug and
dose might be.  More importantly it will help you
decide which animals do not need antibiotic
treatment and which drugs you should not use!
Ultimately the end result should be a happy,
healthy, resistance-free herd of cattle... Which
means more money in your pocket!

Wednesday 6th February; 10am
until 4pm at Markeaton, with
lunch provided.
Each place costs £45 plus VAT; cheques should
be made payable to ‘XLVet Training Services Ltd’.
To book your place, please call our reception
team on 01332 294929.

Paula is leaving us
for pastures new

We are very sorry to announce
that Paula will not be returning
to us once her maternity leave
ends.  She is taking over one of
the family farms in Shropshire
and, much as she likes driving,
has decided that it is too far to

commute!  We will all miss her but wish her all the
best with this new venture.

SBV (Schmallenberg
Virus) update
We have sent out a number of SBV bulk milk test
kits to assess the spread of the virus in our area.
We tried to make sure that we covered a wide 
geographical spread and so far, all the farms we
tested have been positive so it’s definitely here.  
For more information on the disease, see
http://vla.defra.gov.uk/science/docs/sci_
schmallenberg.pdf or speak to one of our vets.

Chantal Bryant
BVM&S BSc MRCVS
We are very pleased to welcome Chantal to the
practice who is covering for Rose’s maternity leave.
Chantal graduated from Edinburgh in 2006 and
then spent 6 years in mixed practice but has always
preferred the farm side.  She enjoys watching and
playing rugby and has a lurcher called Tinkerbell
who is very pleased to have moved to Derbyshire
because of all the good walking spots.  

Antibiotic resistance is a hot topic at the moment in the 
EU, and antibiotic usage on farms has been the subject 
of many a heated debate.  Antibiotic resistance of bacteria 
is a serious, growing issue in human hospitals, especially 
for critically ill or immunosuppressed patients.

Carolyn Baguley BA VetMB MRCVS

Resistance occurs when a bacteria is not killed 
by a course of antibiotics.  Some bacteria are 
naturally resistant to certain antibiotics, and some
can develop resistance when they are exposed 
to antibiotics.  Multi-resistant bacteria are resistant 
to more than one type of antibiotic, and these
bacteria are of particular concern. Bacteria have
always been able to develop ways to protect
themselves from antibiotics, and to share their
‘resistance genes’ with other bacteria, so it’s
inevitable that resistance will continue to develop.

The finger of suspicion for the increasing 
antibiotic resistance in human bacteria has 
sometimes been pointed at the farming 
community, and its use of antibiotics in livestock.
There is less concern over animal-specific bugs,
like pasteurella, than over the side-effects of
antibiotics used in cattle causing resistance in
bugs like E coli, campylobacter and salmonella
that can be carried in the guts of normal cattle,
and can go on to infect humans when they are
shed from the gut into the environment.  If this
does happen, humans are more likely to pick up
these resistant bugs from the environment than
from eating meat or drinking milk.  While antibiotic
resistance is a growing problem in humans, it
doesn’t seem to be such a big problem in 
animal populations.

Whereas in theory, resistant bacteria could 
be passed from livestock to humans, there’s 
actually no evidence at the moment that this is
happening.  In most cases, animals are not the
source of resistant bacteria in humans. Most
of the antibiotic resistance in humans is 
hospital-acquired and nothing to do with the 
use of antibiotics in livestock.  

However - and this is a big however - it’s 
important that we do use antibiotics responsibly
on our farms, and that we are seen to be doing 
so by the wider community.  While antibiotic
resistance in humans isn’t currently caused by
antibiotic use in livestock, we can’t take it for
granted that this will not always be the case.
Human health must be our priority.  

Guidelines for responsible 
antibiotic use
l Make sure the diagnosis is correct.  Not all

illnesses involve bacteria: for example a 
displaced abomasum (twisted stomach) is 
not cured with an antibiotic, and viral diarrhoea
will benefit from fluid therapy and an 
anti-inflammatory.  Antibiotics used in these
cases are often a waste of time and money.

l Collect samples before treatment for culture,
e.g. from cows with mastitis, to check which
antibiotic is likely to be most effective.  

l Use antibiotics at the correct dose rate, and 
for the correct length of time.  If animals with
infections are under-dosed, or their antibiotic
course is not completed, some bacteria may
survive.  The surviving bacteria - the ones that

are less susceptible to treatment - reproduce,
and the numbers of these less-susceptible
bacteria increase.  Resistance builds up.

l Store antibiotics properly - check the label!
Some need to be kept cold, some in the 
dark, etc.

l Follow the instructions properly - don’t give in
the muscle if the label says to only give in the
vein! Complete the course properly.

l Don’t use out-of-date or obviously gone-off
antibiotics.

l Some antibiotics, especially Penicillins, can 
settle out at the bottom of the bottle.  Make
sure these are shaken up properly before
they’re used.

l Reduce the need for antibiotics by good 
health planning, hygiene and vaccination 
programmes.  Good husbandry reduces the
occurrence of disease and the need for 
antibiotics, and infections are always easier
and cheaper to prevent than to cure. 

l Keep good records – remember, it is a legal
requirement in the UK to keep records of 
medicine use and proof of purchase.

For some further information, have a 
look at www.ruma.org.uk, which has some
good advice on the responsible use of
antibiotics. For the dairy farmers, it’s 
worth bearing in mind that NML plans 
to broaden the range of antibiotics it 
regularly tests for in milk over the next
few months. We’ll look at the EU’s position
on some specific antibiotics in Part 2 
next month.

Part 1

In summary, Antibiotics: Use as
little as possible and as much 
as necessary.


