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Retained foetal membranes
(RFM) in cattle

Andrew Henderson BVSc CertAVP MRCVS
RFM (held cleansings) is an all too common disease seen in freshly
calved dairy cows. Whilst our knowledge of how these develop is still
limited, strategies to minimise their development are well understood as
are the associated risks for the development of metabolic disease in
freshly calved cows.

Definitions vary as to when a placenta is retained though
the majority of studies state longer than 12 -24 hours.
Incidence is reported to be between 5 - 8%, highlighting the
frequency with which this is seen. 

RFM have negative effects on cow health, production, 
fertility, economics and welfare. Cows with RFM have a 
significantly greater risk of developing metritis, mastitis,
ketosis and LDAs in early lactation. Interestingly, it is variable
between conducted studies as to whether the impact on
milk yield is significant or minimal. What is certain however
is that RFM will lead to increases in the calving to 
conception interval and decreases in conception rate.

The direct costs of a case of RFM according to recent 
calculations are £108. Direct costs include milk discard,
treatment costs, reduction in potential yield and time 
spent treating the animal. Indirect costs, which also 
take into account risk of other diseases, fertility effects 
and the increased risk of culling were last estimated to 
be £215 in 1997. These are significant costs to any 

business and unnecessary considering our ability to control
its occurrence.

Increased risk of RFM has been associated with dystocia
(difficult calving), Caesarean section, abortion, stillbirth,
twinning as well as milk fever, negative energy balance and
micronutrient deficiency. Therefore, reducing incidence on
farm should look at responsible breeding programmes to
minimise the chances of dystocia. Preventative strategies
for abortion are simple and should encompass reviewing
the major endemic diseases common in the UK such as
Neospora, BVD, IBR, Leptospirosis and overlooked bacterial
infections such as Listeria and Bacillus associated with
feeding mouldy feedstuffs. Good dry cow management
should also be under continual review to ensure strategies
are in place to prevent milk fever and negative energy 
balance/fatty liver around calving and to limit involvement 
of iodine, selenium and Vitamin E deficiencies as a cause.

Many treatment strategies for RFM have a limited evidence
base. It seems there is little evidence to support manual
removal of RFM. It is likely that even with careful extraction
trauma occurs to the uterine lining leading to bacteria 
invading the area and reducing the cow’s ability to mount an
immune response. Intrauterine washouts also have a 
questionable application in RFM treatment with little 
potential benefit. Injectable antibiotics have established
benefits in cows with a temperature or those systemically
unwell (milk drop, poor appetite, depressed). However, 
blanket treatment of all cows with RFM irrespective of
health has no benefit on future fertility hence antibiotics
should be used selectively. Preventative treatments at the
time of calving such as Oxytocin are unlikely to have benefit
if used in a blanket approach although maybe appropriate 
in severe dystocia or Caesarean section.
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Automated
milking

Sarah Hughes BSc (Hons) BVet Med MRCVS

Robots have obvious time efficiency benefits 
for farmers, but they also save time for the cows.
Time that cows would spend standing in the 
collecting yard waiting to be milked can now be
spent eating, lying down and ruminating which
will have positive effects on yield and lameness
levels. Multiple milkings with several small feeds
a day also reduces rumen PH fluctuations, so
can improve rumen health and reduce the risk of
acidosis. Yields typically increase by 10-15% and
a reduction in lameness and stress can improve
heat detection and fertility.

Despite their many advantages robots are not
without their potential pitfalls; building design
must be right (often, but not always, purpose
built), good stockmanship is crucial (as with all
systems) and cows must be kept clean to aid
teat preparation. Placement of footbaths also
takes careful consideration and although 
automated systems can include grazing, this is
not in a way we are used to grazing cattle. In
addition, although less restrictive time wise,
someone must be on call 24/7 in case the 
robot breaks down.

Having said this robotic milking is certainly
becoming a more viable option for the average
sized dairy herd in Britain. The time efficiency
advantages for both cows and farmers is 
obvious and as technology improves many 
of the potential problems can be avoided.
However, as with many things, it is all in the 
planning. Careful research is required before
embarking on a robotic system and it is a 
good idea to visit as many robotic units as 
possible first. 

Interest in robotic milking has been growing steadily over
the past few years. As herds grow larger robots become an
attractive option. For smaller herds they offer more time
flexibility, and the prospect of a less antisocial career option
for the new generation of dairy farmers.

We are running a series 
of beef focused meetings 
during May 2014

Beef meetings

Building design
for Robots
Cow flow is crucial to encouraging robot visits
and must be considered when designing
building layout. There are three main systems;

l Feed first - cows must pass through the
feeding area before getting to the robots.
This can encourage bullying and restrict
access to the robot.

l Robot first - cows must pass through
robot to get to the feeding area. This has
potential to restrict feed intake which can
impact yield.

l Free access - this option leads to the 
most robot visits. 5m2 is needed in front 
of 1 robot or 7m2 in front of 2 to avoid 
congestion.

Most systems use slats and cubicles to 
maintain high levels of cow cleanliness (10%
more cubicles than cows are required).
However some systems do use loose housing
with good results. Feed and trough space
should be at least as much as for 
conventional systems i.e. 60cm feed space 
/cow and 10cm water trough space/cow. 

Robot capacity is based on yield/day rather
than cow numbers and is 2000l/cow/day/
robot. This usually equates to 45-65 cows.
Robots must have sufficient idle time (at least
10%) to encourage less dominant cows to
come to the robot. This does not include 
wash cycle time (cycle length varies and will
increase with mastitic cows). Farmer meeting 

Scarsdale Vets are hosting a
farmer meeting on robotic
milking at the University of
Nottingham...

Dairy Centre at Sutton Bonnington
on Wednesday May 21st at 10.30
(lunch will be provided). This would
be an excellent opportunity for
anybody interested to visit the unit
and ask questions. 

If you would like to come along
please telephone the office on
01332 294929 to book your place.

Wednesday 7th May 2014

COMING SOON...

Infectious diseases and biosecurity
for the beef farm

Wednesday 14th May 2014

Maximising suckler cow fertility

Wednesday 21st May 2014

Calving and calf rearing

Wednesday 28th May 2014

Worms and worming for the 
suckler herd

All meetings will be held at our
Markeaton branch at 7.00pm for
7.30pm start. Meetings cost £5.00 per
meeting or £15.00 for all 4 meetings
(free to our contract clients).

Please contact the practice on 
01332 294929 to book your place.


