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Pregnancy rates may be reduced by up to 30% and these
effects can last well into the autumn as early follicles 
developing during times of excessive heat will be ovulating
two months later. These effects are mediated through the
‘stress’ region of the brain - the hypothalamus - which is 
directly linked to ovarian activity.

Effects of heat on fertility:
l Reduced expression of oestrus meaning that fewer cows 

are served.

l Reduced appetite and dry matter intake (we often don’t feel
hungry when it’s hot) - this can lead to a longer and more
severe period of negative energy balance after calving with 
a subsequent increase in the calving to conception interval.

l Reduced follicular activity together with poor egg and
embryo quality.

l We must not forget the bull - excessive temperatures can
have a detrimental effect on semen quality which will last 
for approximately 70 days.

Various systems have been tried to cool cows down including
shade, fans, air conditioning and sprinkler systems.  These 
systems seem to have some beneficial effects on fertility 
however they do not appear to improve it enough to reach
pregnancy rates achieved in the winter.  Other strategies to 
try and improve fertility include:

l Heat detection aids – these are useful when cows are out
grazing anyway; they still won’t help if cows aren’t actually
expressing signs of oestrus at all though.

l Provide a high quality forage throughout the summer to
maximise dry matter intakes.

l Hormonal strategies such as Ovsynch or CIDR program
together with fixed time AI may help in cases where normal
cyclicality after calving has not been resumed. 

Increased ambient temperatures and increased humidity in the late
summer months can have a negative effect on fertility. 

Rose Jackson BVSc DBR MRCVS 

Heat Stress in Cattle
- lessons from abroad
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The most common bug which causes mastitis -
Strep. uberis, can move between cows in the 
parlour as well as being picked up in the 
environment.  It can survive in pasture for up to 
four weeks so this should be kept in mind when
thinking about paddock rotation (especially for dry
cows). Wet and muddy gateways and areas
around troughs can be excellent breeding grounds
for environmental bacteria. This is especially
important in warm and humid weather if they walk
through these areas on their way back out to the
pasture with open teat end.  In hot weather, cows
tend to ‘nest’ under trees leading to areas where
there are high concentrations of bacteria.

Of course when cows are housed they 
immediately go out to the feed barrier where the
ration has been freshly put out and they can stand
for half an hour or so while they eat. This gives the
teat ends time to form the plug which stops 
bacteria getting into the udder. If the cows are
going straight out to grass after either morning or
evening milking (or both) then they will be walking
through the highest risk areas with open teat ends.
It may be worth considering letting cows feed on
the yard for half an hour after milking or, if this 
isn't an option, making sure the drainage in your
gateways and around the troughs is as good 
as possible.

Strep. Uberis, which accounts for almost a quarter
of all mastitis cases, can stay in the udder passing
on the infection to other cows for up to a month
and a half after a clinical case. This makes 
identifying and treating clinical cases vital whether
the cows are in housing or at grass. Cows infected
with contagious mastitis, e.g. Strep. Uberis or

Staph. Aureus, can pass the infection on via a 
milker’s hands, milking cloths or the cluster. In fact
the cluster can pass it on for up to 8 cows making
it good sense to milk mastitic or high cell count
cows at the end of milking.

Bearing this in mind it is still as important as ever 
to stick to a good parlour routine; foremilking is a
must to identify clinical cases, pre-milking teat
cleaning and disinfection and post-milking teat 
disinfection and keeping on top of parlour 
maintenance all help to minimise the opportunity
bacteria have to infect the udder. 

It is especially important when considering the
cows' defence against contagious mastitis bugs
that the skin of the teats is in good condition. This
means not dry or chapped as these are conditions
which are best for bacteria to grow in and then up
into the udder. Over milking and worn liners are
often associated with teat end damage so keeping
an ear out during milking for any liner slip and
keeping up with liner changes will help massively.

The dry period will continue to be vital in mastitis
control. If you calve cows indoors still then the
same risk factors apply as during winter housing
only with the added issue of increasing 
temperatures encouraging bacteria to multiply
faster. Summer mastitis will always be a problem
so using fly treatment on your dry cows possibly
along with Stockholm tar to keep the flies at bay is
a good idea.  Any cases should be treated swiftly
and aggressively with injectable antibiotics if the
cow is to have a chance at keeping the quarter.

Keeping on top of mastitis throughout the summer
grazing period will help minimise the infection 
pressure when the cows come back in in
autumn/winter meaning, hopefully, fewer cases of
mastitis in the back end. It is best to see the use 
of your time and energy preventing mastitis in
summer as an investment in saving time having 
to deal with clinical cases in the winter.

Tackling mastitis
at grass
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Finally it seems that time of year
has arrived; the ground is dry and
firm(ish), the silage is in and the
cows are out. It has been a long
wait but now they are at grass it is
important to remember that just
because the cows and the grass
look cleaner, it doesn't mean they
won't get mastitis.

Oli is our new Nottingham resident and
replaces Pete Down who has gone off to
do a PhD.  Oli has been working for a farm
animal practice in Cheshire for the last four
years.  He is particularly interested in 
lameness and when he isn’t working, he
likes nothing more than to zoom off into 
the hills on his motorbike wearing his 
full leathers!


