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As vets, we are always encouraging you to take a sterile
sample from every case of mastitis so that we can build
up a picture of the main pathogens on your farm. What
is the most useful way of testing these samples?
Bulk tank bacteriology is of limited use as it includes all
the cows, however, an NML plant hygiene test on a bulk
sample is helpful if your TBC’s are high as it can tell us
how useful the wash up process is and how much 
environmental contamination is present.  
Overall, individual quarter bacteriology is most useful, 
for best results, samples should be taken before milking.
Traditional culture techniques as used in our labs are 
still most useful but we no longer carry out antibiotic 
sensitivity testing as new research shows that bacteria
are able to hide in ‘biofilms’ when in the udder so 
sensitivity in the lab does not equate to an antibiotics’
actual performance in the cow. If we know the main
bugs that are involved, we are able to make an
informed choice on which antibiotic to choose.
There is a relatively new test available called PCR 
(available through NML) however we recommend 
caution when trying to intepret the results from this. 
In practice the results don’t agree with traditional 
bacteriology and although we will usually get a result,
we would have no idea whether this is relevant or a
contaminated sample (whereas our lab can generally tell
if a sample is contaminated). PCR is not quantifiable 
i.e. it only tells you if a bug is present, not how much is
there. In addition, PCR can only detect 12 pathogens

(although there are >150 mastitis pathogens identified
on bacteriology) therefore it doesn’t offer a broad 
spectrum approach to diagnosis.  
We are often able to send out small groups 
of students to help with taking samples at 
milking time - speak to one of the vets if you 
are interested in this service.

PCR testing for mastitis cases 
A new and useful tool?
Some interesting mastitis statistics to set the scene:
l If we could halve the cases of mastitis nationally, we would produce

enough milk for more than 50 small towns.
l If we could halve the number of culls due to mastitis, we would save

enough cows for 250 x 200 cow units.

By Chris Parker BVM&S MRCVS 



The principal measure of output for a beef cow
is the weight of beef weaned per cow mated.
A longer breeding season can increase the
number of calves born, but these animals are
younger, and therefore lighter at weaning. If all
calves are weaned at the same time, calves
born within the first three weeks of the calving
period could be 20–30kg heavier than those
born in the second three weeks. This weight
difference would have a substantial effect on
the market value of the calves if sold as 
weanlings. In conclusion, early born calves 
are the most profitable.
Fertility performance depends on both male
and female fertility factors, each of which is
influenced by breeding, feeding and infectious
disease. The bull is all too often overlooked
until the very start of the service period.
Veterinary input can identify potential poor bull
performance and hence reduce infertility costs.
A normal fertile bull is expected to get 90% 
of 50 normal, cycling, disease free females
pregnant within nine weeks, and 60% of these
in the first 3 weeks of joining. Bulls of high 
fertility can achieve the same or better results.
One in four bulls in the UK has sub-normal 
fertility; reasons for this include small scrotal 
circumference, poor semen quality (motility 
or morphology) and poor serving ability.

The Bull Breeding Soundness Evaluation (BBSE)
performed 4-6 weeks prior to the service 
period allows a proactive approach to 
screening out sub-fertile bulls. Furthermore, 
a judgement as to how many cows may be
served by a bull can be attempted, rather 
than proceeding with no assessment of likely 
performance. This encourages a calculation 
of ‘bull power’ required prior to the service
period. On average only two-thirds of 
sub-fertile bulls may be detected by physical
examination alone. Electro-ejaculation (EEJ) is
now the standard method of semen collection
used by specially trained veterinary surgeons 
in the UK including Rose. The procedure is 
relatively quick and safe providing an 
appropriate crush is available. The majority 
of the semen evaluation is carried out on farm
giving you a quick idea as to the ability of
your bull.  You will be issued with a certificate
classifying your bull as suitable or unsuitable 
for breeding.

We are happy to announce
that farm vet Paula Scales
and her husband Pete have
had a baby boy named
Noah Charles.

Congratulations
to Paula!

Rose Jackson BVSc DBR MRCVS
For maximum efficiency, suckler cows should produce one calf 
per year. A realistic target is 95 calves/100 cows/year. A target
calving period of 9 weeks (3 bulling cycles), with at least 65 % of
the cows in the herd calving within the first 21 days of this period

is achievable, but only if bull fertility is adequate. A compact calving pattern
will deliver more weight of calf per cow mated, more efficient use of labour,
calves of uniform size and cows at a similar stage in the production cycle.
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Testing your Bull 
for Improved Herd Performance

Please speak to Rose Jackson if you
would like to book a bull (or two, 
or three!) in to be tested. 

Telephone: 01332 294929

at the Derbyshire County
Show on Sunday 24th June
2012 at Elvaston.

at Markeaton
Saturday 23rd June

Come and see us!

Join us for fun and games, food, drink
and a car boot at the Markeaton Farm
and Equine practice on Markeaton
Lane,  Derby.

See you there...

www.scarsdalevets.com

 


