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The importance of keeping dry
cows and in-calf heifers clean!
Michelle McGrath, Assistant CellCheck Programme Manager

Y

ou may have a break from milking for a couple of weeks but that doesn’t mean a break from mastitis!
Many studies have demonstrated that over 50% of mastitis cases occurring in the first 100 days of lactation
are because of infections acquired during the dry period. Many environmental mastitis pathogens thrive
in conditions typical in cattle housing, whether that’s high humidity (damp cubicles or bedding), temperatures
between 5 and 150C or pooling water or slurry. It is important to prevent new infections which is why good
management and monitoring of cows and in-calf heifers during the dry period is essential. If we can make
improvements to the dry cow environment to improve hygiene and ventilation, and reduce moisture levels, we
have a better chance of reducing the risk of infection. It is important that the pre-calving accommodation is fit for
purpose, has enough space and provides a clean, dry and comfortable environment- give as much attention to the
hygiene and cleanliness of this group of animals as is spent on the lactating animals. Keep young heifers and the
pre-calving heifers separate from older cows. Improving the udder health at farm level will decrease the infection
pressure of udder pathogens from older cows to heifers.
Heifer mastitis can be a significant problem for some herds and can threaten production and udder health in the
first lactation and in subsequent lactations. Heifers that develop mastitis in the first 30 days after calving produce
less milk and are likely to be less profitable over their lifetime. Given the substantial costs associated with rearing
heifers, it is imperative that mastitis is prevented in the first lactation.
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Heifer mastitis is commonly diagnosed after calving when the animal begins milking and either abnormal milk
or an increased SCC is detected. Exposure of the teats to pathogens in the pre-calving environment can result in
infection before calving. Now is a good time to review your milk records from last spring to see what the incidence
of heifer mastitis was on your farm. Investigations and specific controls are warranted if more than 15% of your
heifers either had clinical mastitis at/around calving, or had a first milk recording of SCC > 150 000 cells/ml, when
recorded at 15-35 days in milk. If these records aren’t available, it is something to focus on this spring especially if
you are concerned about the level of mastitis in your heifers. Mastitis control in heifers requires good records of
clinical mastitis cases and a first milk recording carried out within 35 days of the start of lactation.
Teat spraying 3 times per week with an appropriate teat spray for the last 2-4 weeks before calving has been shown
to reduce the number of certain bacteria at the teat ends and reduces the risk of heifers calving with mastitis.
This could be done when parlour training the heifers pre-calving. Research has shown that teat sealing heifers
4-6 weeks before calving, if done properly, can reduce the incidence of heifer mastitis in problem herds. It is not
licensed for use in heifers in Ireland and should only be done if recommended by your veterinary practitioner. The
procedure is not without risk to the heifer, if not done with the greatest attention to hygiene and is dangerous
for the operator, without suitable handling facilities such as a rollover crate. Teat sealant should not be used as a
substitute for good husbandry and management of heifers.
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CELLCHECK REGIONAL COORDINATORS

A Resource and Point of Contact for
CellCheck Activities in your Area
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Tom Starr
087 6697010
tstarr@arrabawn.ie
Tipperary/Limerick
National Co-op

Majella Mc Cafferty
086 0597949
majella.mccafferty@aurivo.ie
Mayo/Sligo/Donegal
Aurivo
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John Murphy
066 7163200
john.murphy@kerry.ie
Kerry/Clare
Kerry Agribusiness
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John Fitzpatrick
086 0426567
fitzpatrickj@glanbia.ie
Kilkenny/Laois/Carlow/
Kildare/Dublin
Glanbia
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Aoife Feeney
afeeney@carbery.com
087 3484901.
West Cork
Carbery Group
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Andrew O’Neill
086 1836505
aoneill@tipperary-coop.ie
Tipperary
Tipperary Co-Op
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Tom Downes
087 2564669
downest@lakeland.ie
Longford/Monaghan
Lakeland Dairies

Brendan Dillon
087 2626851
BrDillon@glanbia.ie
Cork/Waterford/
Wexford/Wicklow
Glanbia
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Denis Guiry
086 8098639
dguiry@dairygold.ie
Cork/Tipperary/Limerick
Dairygold
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