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Countdown Downunder theme, May 2004

Make drying off really count
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1. 
An opportunity to make up lost ground

The worst drought in 100 years in association with high feed prices and lower milk prices made the previous season one which many dairy farmers would like to forget (or at the very least, never have to experience again).

The extreme seasonal and economic conditions forced many farmers into a situation where they had little choice but to compromise their management decisions in order to ensure their survival. As a result, on many farms some of the ground that had been gained in milk quality was lost.  

The single biggest opportunity that every dairy farmer has to regain a significant chunk of that lost ground is at drying off.

The opportunity to cure existing on-going infections as well as prevent new infections during the dry period and at calving offers the best chance to regain that ground. Wherever possible, every dairy farmer should carefully consider the options at drying off to make the best and most economically sound decision possible, and then ensure that the treatments are applied in the best and most hygienic manner.

Countdown recognises this opportunity and has produced a lift-out for dairy farmers which is included in the May-June issue of The Australian Dairy Farmer.  It contains a Fact Sheet to assist with the decision on treatment options, and also a practical guide and tips on how to make the application of the treatment as successful as possible.

Farmers can use this lift-out to help ensure that all staff are adequately trained and prepared for the task – the potential benefits make getting it right very worthwhile.

If extra information is required, or you are unsure about treatment options, then consult your vet for extra advice and assistance.

A little extra time spent on making the right decisions and planning the drying-off procedure will reap the best rewards and give you the best chance of making up lost ground.

2. Choose a drying off treatment strategy to make a difference

Drying off is every dairy farmer’s opportunity to make big gains in mastitis control and is the key to a mastitis-free start to the next lactation. 

Research has shown that the two most common times when new infections of the udder occur are in the first few days after drying off, and also at and around calving.  It is significant that drying off strategies can significantly reduce the risk of infection at both of these times – when you combine this with the opportunity to cure existing infections, that is why the potential gains are so great from getting the drying off strategy right!
The introduction last year of a teat sealant product into the market in Australia has changed the traditional method of choosing a treatment strategy. 

Countdown has produced a new Fact Sheet C  - Guide to the Choice of Selective or Blanket Dry Cow Treatment to help farmers and their advisers make the best decision for each herd. This Fact Sheet is printed on the Countdown lift-out in the May issue of The Australian Dairyfarmer.

It is important to remember that treatments at drying off are designed to address two different issues: 

Curing existing mastitis infections

Existing mastitis infections that have developed during the current lactation can be cured in many (but not all) cows. About 20% of cows will cure as a result of their own defence mechanisms. Three to four times more will cure if they receive appropriate antibiotic Dry Cow Treatment.

Preventing new infections that may occur during the dry period

All cows, even uninfected cows, are at risk of new environmental infections over the dry period in some herds. These infections are usually seen as clinical mastitis at the next calving and in early lactation. Until last year Australian farmers used antibiotic Dry Cow Treatment to protect these cows. Now there is also a non-antibiotic teat sealant alternative to consider as an option.

So there are now three (3) basic drying-off treatment strategies which are possible:

(1) Treat the whole herd with antibiotic Dry Cow Treatment (Blanket strategy)

(2) Treat only infected cows with antibiotic Dry Cow Treatment (Selective strategy)

(3) Treat infected cows with antibiotic Dry Cow Treatment, and uninfected cows with teat sealant (Combination strategy) 


To help choose the best strategy for your farm, you can use Fact Sheet C in association with knowing the level and type of infection in your herd. And for further advice, your veterinarian can assist with this decision. 
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Which herds could benefit from using teat sealant?

Last year a new non-antibiotic teat sealant became available on the Australian market. It is specifically designed to protect uninfected cows during the dry period. 

Teat sealants provide a non-antibiotic approach to protecting uninfected cows from environmental mastitis during the dry period. They are made of non-irritant, insoluble material which is infused into the teat after the last milking (from a tube similar to an antibiotic tube). The teat sealant stays in the lower part of the teats throughout the dry period and physically prevents bacteria from entering the teat ends.

Each herd is different, but as a guide:

· you must be able to select uninfected cows (by regular Milk Recording).

· herds with high mastitis levels (more than 30% of cows have cell counts above 250,000 cells/mL) will get more benefit from using Blanket antibiotic Dry Cow Treatment. 

· herds with low risk of new infections during the dry period should use a Selective antibiotic Dry Cow Treatment strategy (only use antibiotics in cows with high cell counts). 

· If your herd has low mastitis levels, and cows are at risk of environmental mastitis infections, teat sealant provides a non-antibiotic alternative to protect your uninfected cows.

Herds using teat sealant are choosing the “Combination” drying off treatment strategy, where antibiotic Dry Cow Treatment is used in all quarters of infected cows and teat sealant is used in all quarters of non-infected cows.

The critical point to recognise is that Teatseal( is only registered for use in uninfected cows. It has no curative action, so it is not appropriate to use for infected cows. Only use it in cows:

· that have had at least 3 cell counts throughout this lactation, all of which have been below 250,000 cells/mL, and

· have not had any clinical case of mastitis in this lactation

Cows that have had high cell counts or clinical mastitis should receive an antibiotic Dry Cow Treatment at drying-off. 

Very, very good hygiene is essential at administration. This is true for all infusions into the udder, and especially for teat sealant because it has no direct anti-bacterial action. It prevents bacteria migrating up the teat canal after drying-off, but it will have absolutely no effect against bacteria pushed up into the udder with the tube, if administration is not scrupulously clean. 

Once administered, the contents of the tube should not be massaged up the udder – teat sealant must settle in the lower part of the teat.

Herd owners considering the use of a teat sealant can consult their vet for further information and guidance.
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3. Cleanliness is essential for dry cow treatments


There is an enormous amount to gain from Dry Cow Treatment – provided the job is done well. Trying to hurry, or using inexperienced help to treat cows at drying-off is very risky and may prove disastrous.

If the teat end is not cleaned and sanitised, or the nozzles of the intramammary tubes are not kept sterile, or the teat skin is not disinfected, it is all too easy to introduce bacteria into the teat. To get the job done properly takes a concerted effort, especially if the cows are not used to having their teats handled. Good hygiene is also essential if you are using teat sealant because it has no direct anti-bacterial action. It prevents bacteria migrating up the teat canal after drying-off, but will have no effect against bacteria pushed up into the udder with the tube, if administration is not scrupulously clean.

Review your protocol and staff training for administration of intramammaries. Use the practical guide in the lift-out included in the May-June issue of The Australian Dairy Farmer, or use the Fact sheet in the Countdown Farm Guidelines (page 91) and get advice from your vet.

Operators need to be trained in the correct way of giving intramammary treatments. Without a well-planned routine, avoidable mistakes may occur at the time of Dry Cow Treatment, including injury to staff.

The Countdown Downunder Farm Guidelines for Mastitis Control says that a realistic goal for one person doing the job well is to handle about 20 cows per hour. This allows 3 minutes per cow to perform the following 7 steps:

· Restrain the cow

· Clean the teat ends and swab with alcohol

· Administer the antibiotic Dry Cow Treatment or teat sealant

· Apply freshly mixed teat disinfectant

· Clearly mark the cow

· Record the appropriate treatment details

· Move the cow to an appropriate location.

It’s a good idea to limit the number of cows to be treated after any one milking, especially in seasonal herds. 

Dry Cow Treatment is an essential component of mastitis prevention and control. It is important to set realistic targets for the time and effort that it will take to treat your herd. In terms of mastitis control on your farm – a job well begun is a job half done.
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4. Successful drying off is much more than just treating cows

The method used to dry-off cows can significantly influence how many udder infections establish during the dry period.  The aim is to shut down milk secretion and seal the teat canal as rapidly as possible – this usually takes about two weeks. Most new infections occur in quarters where the teat canal has not sealed.

The Countdown Downunder Farm Guidelines for Mastitis Control  (Guideline No. 16) give practical recommendations for successfully drying off milking cows with the minimum risk of infection. These recommendations are summarised below.

1. Dry-off cows as soon as their production reaches 5 litres or less per day.

A cow producing less than 7 litres/day is trying to dry herself off. Continued milking of these cows prevents teat plug formation and makes them more prone to new quarter infections. Cows producing less than 5 litres/day may significantly increase bulk milk cell counts (BMCC), even when they do not have mastitis, due to cells concentrating in the reduced volume of milk.

2. Cease milking cows producing 12 L or less per day at drying-off & 

3. Take steps for cows producing more than 12 L to reduce production to 12 L or less by the drying-off date. These steps involve reducing food intake and changing routine

Farmers should plan for drying-off – generally allow at least one week’s lead-time before the drying-off date.

Cows that are still producing more than 12 L of milk near drying-off time require special management if they are to spend 6-8 weeks dry and attain their production potential in the following lactation. Countdown recommends the following procedure to reduce yields for drying off –

One week prior to the final milking

· Take high-producing cows off concentrate feed 

Three days prior to the final milking

· Move to a paddock with very little feed

· Reduce feed intake to maintenance level (about 7-8 kg of hay for a 500 kg cow)

· Separate the cows from the main herd if practical

· Change the routine of milking for cows to be dried off – eg. graze in different mobs, and bring to the dairy via an alternative route if possible.

Remember that animal welfare codes require water to be always available.

4. Dry-off abruptly; do not skip days and preferably do not skip milkings.

Cows should be milked as usual at each milking until drying-off (do not deliberately leave milk in the udder). Intermittent milking provides a stimulus to produce milk and impedes sealing of the teat canal. The risk of mastitis is greatly increased if cows are milked every second day.

5. Don’t leave cows in laneways or yards immediately after drying-off.

6. Put the cows in a dry, clean paddock (not heavily soiled with manure, no bare ground, no exposure to dairy effluent) for 3-4 days after drying-off.

It is important to minimise the number of bacteria on teats by teat dipping after the last milking and not allowing cows to lie down on bare ground or areas that are soiled with manure in the two hours immediately after Dry Cow Treatment is given. Cows are particularly susceptible to infection until the keratin plug forms. 

Where possible

7. Continue the ‘maintenance only’ diet for another 3-4 days for cows that were producing 12 or more litres/day in the week before drying-off.
Milk leaking from the udder, particularly under pressure, will impede the development of the keratin plug and increase the chances of infection. It is often useful if recently dried off cows are kept in a paddock well away from the milking herd and milking area to reduce the possibility of triggering milk ejection. 
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