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Ketosis Monitoring
Oli Maxwell BVSc BSc (Hons) MRCVS
We all know that high yielding cows are going to be 
at a significantly increased risk of ketosis. There is no
getting away from it; it doesn’t matter how good your
forage is, some cows will produce more than the 
energy in their feed can account for. 

The importance of monitoring ketone levels in freshly
calved cows cannot be overplayed and in order to do this
there are a variety of methods to test milk, blood and urine
for levels of ketones (beta-hydroxybutyrate or BOHBs). 
This is a quick guide to the main ones out there.

Ketone meters
Just like glucometers for people with diabetes, ketone
meters use disposable strips to measure ketone levels in
the blood. They are very quick, reliable and give a number
value to the level of ketones in the cow but they do require
confidence in drawing blood which can be a risky business
(we have seen some nasty abscesses on tails where they
weren’t cleaned properly before sampling).

Keto-stix
There are a few of these on the market - we recommend
Keto-Test strips which we keep in stock. They work on milk
(or in urine though we generally find milk is easier to get)
and give a fairly accurate reading based on a colour change
scale. They are not as precise as the ketone meters but 
they are more than adequate at distinguishing unaffected,
sub-clinical and clinical cows. 

Rotheras reagent
An old fashioned solution but still effective. Rotheras
reagent is an off white powder which, when mixed with
ketotic milk or urine turns purple. It has largely been
dropped due the simplicity and popularity of the keto-stix
and ketone meters but it is still available and is effective at
distinguishing ketotic cows however it doesn’t distinguish
between varying concentrations effectively.

Fat:protein ratio
Those who milk record will be familiar with this concept.
High ratios of milk fat to milk protein have been associated
with Ketosis in cows and very high levels have been 
associated with held cleansings, LDAs and whites. Ratios
over 1.2 are considered abnormal however care must be
taken when looking at these figures as up to 20% of the
herd can be abnormally high without being ketotic. 
However the only place this information is available is in 
the milk recording data making it a little inaccessible for 
the individual cow however as a herd health monitoring 
tool it may have some benefits. 

Whichever monitoring tool you choose, the important thing
is to test fresh cows regularly - ideally, a proportion of cows
at 10-14 days calves should be tested every month.  The
results should be recorded (we can provide recording
sheets) and then reviewed with your vet at the routine visit.
This means that any changes in management or feeding
that might cause ketosis can be picked up early on.
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Liz joined us recently from Nottingham
University as our new farm intern. Liz will
be with us for the next 15 months, so do
look out for her. She introduces herself:

"I am originally from a village
near Colchester, but escaped
Essex after school when 
I went to study for a Zoology
degree. After this I decided
that I wanted to become a vet
and started at Nottingham
Vet School in 2009. While at

Nottingham I threw myself into everything 
farm-related, including setting up the student
farm vet society which has visited several of
Scarsdale's farms. In my spare time I sing in a
choir in Nottingham, and recently have been
talked into doing a triathlon so I'm in training for
that. I'm excited to have now qualified as a vet
and I am looking forward to working with 
everyone at Scarsdale.”

A big welcome to
Liz Cresswell
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‘Green Bedding’ 
The Future Dairy Cow
Cubicle Substrate?

Guy Sandelowsky final year Nottingham Student

How it is made:
Slurry that enters the processor is mixed
together, fluid seeps out a drain hole at the 
bottom leaving the fibre in the slurry behind:
This build up of fibrous material acts as a filter
to trap small particles whilst allowing moisture
and fluid to drain out with gravity. Weighted
flaps put pressure on the slurry from the top of
the processor to aid the dewatering process.

How long does it take to make?
Typically the process will take 8 hours to 
prepare enough bedding for 300 cubicles.

What are the estimated costs?
A separating processor system would cost
around £40,000 to purchase in the UK.

Potential Advantages:
l Negates the need to buy expensive cubicle

substrates, instead a fixed cost to buy 
the processor and a running cost of 
approximately £10 per day for electricity.
This also means more substrate can be laid
down, making for thicker more comfortable
bedding encouraging cows to spend more
time off their feet.

l Associated with a decrease in mastitis
cases and lower somatic cell counts.

l Liquid run off can be used as fertiliser for
arable land.

l Already widely used in the USA and 
elsewhere in Europe.

l Increased environmental sustainability 
as slurry that is produced every day is 
being recycled.

Potential Disadvantages:
l In the UK manure is considered a category

2 animal by product with associated 
microbial risks that could potentially harbour
microbes. These could cause skin disease
as well as increased lameness, mastitis,
somatic cell counts in dairy cows.

l The costs of purchasing the dewatering
processor are high and there are daily 
electricity costs as well as costs associated
with maintenance of machinery.

l The bedding is dependent on machinery 
for processing, in the face of a power cut 
or machine failure an alternative substrate
would have to be sought.

l Although 'Green Bedding' is used abroad 
it is relatively new and the long term 
effects of its use are not yet fully known.
Additionally, it has not been used 
extensively in the UK and the climate in 
the UK may create different microbial risk
factors versus those abroad such as 
microbial replication and survival.

l Defra and DairyCo. research groups have
not yet declared this form of bedding to 
be safe, it is estimated that 2-3 years of
research are required to properly investigate
this issue further.

Research From The USA
Research from Cornell University in the USA
has shown that poor cubicle management i.e.
allowing a build of bedding contaminated with
urine and faeces is more of a risk factor for
mastitis and high somatic cell counts than the
choice of substrate used and that 'Green
Bedding' could allow farmers to reap significant
economic savings without adversely affecting
their herd health status.

Current Advice
DEFRA has recommended that farmers in the
UK adopt a 'precautionary approach' if they 
are keen to try this form of bedding for their
dairy herds. Farmers are advised to trial the
bedding under controlled conditions as laid 
out on the DEFRA website and to monitor 
scientific developments specific to the UK 
over the coming years. Green Bedding could
make for an exciting new bedding substrate 
but further research is required before its 
safety can be assured in the UK. 

Quiz Night
Thursday 9th
October 2014
Pride Veterinary Centre,
Riverside Road, Derby
DE24 8HX 7.30pm start

Price £7.00 per person
Price includes a pie supper.
(Maximum of 4 in a team). 

All proceeds from 
the evening will be
donated to RABI.

Please call 01332 294929 to
book your ticket.


