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There are a number of different diseases that we can
look at; these include BVD, IBR, Leptospirosis and Liver
Fluke. Diseases for which a bulk tank sample is not 
useful include Johnes Disease and Neospora; individual
cow testing is necessary for monitoring of these two 
diseases. The tests are carried out by an external lab
which looks for antibodies to each of these diseases,
hence if you vaccinate your herd against BVD, IBR or
Leptospirosis then this will show up as an increased 
level of antibodies to these diseases. Herds that are 
vaccinated for BVD can carry out a bulk milk test for
BVD antigen which looks for the virus itself so can tell
you whether there are any persistently infected (PI) 
animals in the milking herd.
Low positive results can sometimes be due to historic
infections in the case of some diseases i.e. Leptospirosis.
For this reason, one of the best ways to use bulk milk
testing is to take regular samples (every 3-6months) and
look for increasing levels of antibodies in the milk. This
may help to give us an early warning that that a disease
has been brought into the herd, before clinical signs of
disease are seen. It can also be used to assess whether
an existing disease is worsening and may require 
treatment, i.e. Liver Fluke (see our newsletter from
December 2011 for more information on Fluke).
Bulk tank testing is very cost effective; we often get a 
bit of funding towards some of the tests so there is no

excuse not to do it! All cows which are milked into the
bulk tank contribute to the level of antibodies in the herd,
however, we are clearly unable to tell anything about
the disease status of dry cows or youngstock through
bulk testing. Changes in herd composition over time, for
example a group of heifers calving down and entering
the milking herd, can affect the bulk milk results so this
should be considered when results are analysed.
Samples should be taken at the end of milking and the
tank should be agitated before the sample is taken so 
as to ensure that the sample is from a good mixture of
cows - not just those that were milked last! 

If you are interested in bulk milk analysis or 
have any questions, please give us a ring at 
the practice for a chat.

Making the most of 
a bulk milk sample
Taking a sample from your bulk milk tank is a simple and effective 
way of gaining a picture of the herd level of disease. It is good for 
establishing freedom from certain diseases and testing for the 
presence and level of disease within your milking herd. Bulk samples
are also an excellent way of starting to investigate your herds' disease
status - it is inexpensive and couldn't be simpler to carry out! 

By Emily Robinson BVet Med MRCVS 



Sward quality is affected by the type of 
grasses and clovers in the ley. Sward length
is also very important. The grazing system
and the time of year will affect which sward
length is most desirable. If a set-stocked 
system is all that is available then the aim
should be to keep grass grazed to a sward

height of 9cm. However, a rotational system
will make best use of your grass. Cattle can
be moved around the system allowing the
sward to be kept leafy rather than long 
and stemmy.

Farms wishing to finish animals at grass
should also have an appropriate fertiliser
programme in place. Many fertilisers now
cost over £300 per tonne and so have to
be applied at the correct rate to produce the
required volumes of grass. Soil analysis
should also be done to check mineral status
and pH of soil as imbalances will reduce
grass growth.
The weather will also affect finishing cattle 
at grass and we have certainly had the
extremes of weather already this year!
Warm and dry weather will cause a 
reduction in the appetite of finishing cattle.
This can be partly combated by providing
shade and making sure that an adequate
supply of fresh drinking water is easily 
accessible. These weather conditions will
also affect the farms ability to grow enough
quality grass.
Wet weather can have the opposite effect.
Grass can be growing very quickly but
severe poaching can occur. In these 
conditions it is also very difficult to keep 
dry matter intakes at the desired levels. It
may in fact be necessary to provide around
0.5 -1.5kg of structural fibre (straw or hay) 
to maintain feed conversion efficiency. Ring
feeders and troughs will have to be moved
regularly in order to avoid poaching at these
areas of the field.
The health of cattle finishing at grass must 
also be considered, particularly with regard 

to parasite control. Things that must be 
considered are gut worms, lungworm, liver
fluke and fly control. Each farm should draw
up its own programme as part of a full 
finishing cattle health plan in conjunction with
one of the farm vets. When drawing up this
plan, you will have to advise us of the times
you expect to have the cattle finished so that
withdrawal periods can be observed. The 
different worming regimes available have 
withdrawal times varying from a few weeks 
to as much as 7 months. If parasites are 
not controlled properly, feed conversion 
efficiency and hence live weight gain are
dramatically reduced. Cattle which have
had or still have a fluke problem when
slaughtered will have their livers condemned
which will also reduce returns. 
Cattle must also be of the correct type for 
finishing at grass. Larger framed continental
type cattle are more likely to require final 
finishing in a housed system, unless we are
able to get them to eat enough concentrate
feed whilst at grass. Whereas smaller
framed native bred cattle should be more
suited to a grass based finishing system.
The age of the cattle you are trying to finish
must also suit the system. Younger cattle still
in the growing phase will struggle to lay
down the fat cover to achieve the premium
grades at slaughter if they are fattened at
grass. These animals will be more suited 
to an intense indoor system. More mature
animals who have finished the very rapid
growing phase should fatten more efficiently
on a grass based system.
Some other points to consider when finishing
cattle: firstly to sell cattle at the correct time.
This may seem very simple but cattle which
grade overly fat will be penalised on the
p/kg. A double penalty exists here as the
animal will have been fed for longer than is
actually required. Secondly, the correct bull
needs to be selected to breed your finishing
cattle. As well as using your eye, there are
now many bulls available with production
figures (EBV's). Bulls with high beef values
will produce animals with higher growth
rates and weight gain. A 400 day beef
value of +48 will produce calves 24kg
heavier than a bull with a 400 day beef
value of 0. Thirdly, cattle finishing at grass
may have to be housed for a few days to
firm up their faeces. This will help avoid 
contamination of carcasses at the abattoir
which inevitably leads to further costs. 

By Sandy Jamieson BVM&S MRCVS
We would all agree that grazed grass is still one of the least expensive
feeds available. However, finishing cattle at grass can only be done on
certain farms which have the ability to produce grass of sufficient quality.
Although cattle may be able to be finished on many farms the question
must be, will this be achieved with sufficient daily live weight gain? Or

would these animals be more profitable if sold to fattening units at an earlier stage?
Sward quality is vital if we are going to achieve the live weight gains required.

SCARSDALE FEATURE
JUNE 2012

at Markeaton
Saturday 23rd June
11am until 3pm
Join us for fun and games, food, 
drink and an equine car boot at the
Markeaton Farm and Equine practice 
on Markeaton Lane,  Derby.

See you there...
www.scarsdalevets.com

TOP TIPS

Wednesday 20th June 2012

at Bayley's, Lady Lees Farm,
Lullington

Thursday 21st June 2012

at Bacon's, Gleadthorpe Farm,
Mansfield

Farm Talks...
Healthy cows = 
healthy profits
In association with Kite Consultancy

(see attached flyer or our website 
for more information)

Height Sward
Grazed To

Time of 
Year

6cm Spring

8cm Summer

10cm Autumn

Grass grazed at the optimum sward
length can compensate for 1.6kg 
of concentrate which is a great 
cost saving

In summary the margins in finishing
cattle are being squeezed due to
rising input costs. Finishing cattle 
at grass can reduce housing costs
and some of the feed costs but the
correct systems have to be in place
to maximise these savings whilst
achieving optimal weight gains.

SUMMARY

for Finishing Beef Cattle at Grass


