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Michelle McGrath, Assistant CellCheck Programme Manager

T o help have a successful calving season you need to be well prepared. It is imperative to have some basic 
supplies in stock to assist during the calving period including disposable plastic gloves (long and short), 
gel, paper towel, clean water, calving ropes (minimum of 2 pairs), calving jack, oxytocin, calcium bottles/

boluses, iodine for navel, footbaths with disinfectant (change regularly), colostrum (fresh or frozen supply), 
stomach tube (without cracks), calf tags, notebook/phone app to record information.

Important points to consider prior to the calving season include:

•	 Nutrition: The nutritional needs of the dam are important both before and after calving. Diet is significant 
before calving due to the growing foetus, mammary regeneration and the production of good quality 
colostrum. The cow’s body condition score also impacts on stamina during parturition, calf vigour, and 
subsequent rebreeding. Overfed and over fat cows can struggle with calving due to accumulation of fat 
in the pelvis, making it difficult for the calf to fit through. Fat cows are also more susceptible to metabolic 
diseases like milk fever, ketosis and displaced abomasum. A high quality pre-calver mineral, for at least 6 
weeks before calving is essential. Trace element deficiencies are associated with higher incidences of still 
births, retained placenta and weak calves and magnesium supplementation before calving is important to 
prevent milk fever at calving. 

Getting ready for the calving 
season
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•	 Herd health: If some diseases, such as calf scour, have historically been a problem on your farm, review 
these with your veterinary practitioner. Discuss the likely causes and what can be done to prevent it. 
This may involve vaccinating the cow pre-calving or giving the calf an oral dose for cryptosporidium from 
birth. Vaccination is one tool used to manage calf scours but not a silver bullet. If other management 
procedures are not optimised, including hygiene, housing and colostrum management then you will have 
poor success from a vaccination programme.

•	 Calving sheds and equipment: Before the calving season begins these should be checked. All gates should 
open and close easily, while not forgetting the importance of having access to an escape route. Make sure 
that the calving jack, head gates and lighting are in working order. Cleanliness prior to and during calving 
is important to reduce spread of disease. Having fresh bedding easily accessible makes it easier to keep 
pens clean and dry. Ensure the calf shed is well ventilated and without draughts. New-born calves need to 
be kept warm, with the optimal air temperature for calves under 3 weeks being 15° to 20°C. This can be 
difficult to achieve in Ireland from January to April, especially in larger calf sheds, but there are ways to 
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overcome this. Ensure the bedding is deep 
enough to allow calves to nest, add an extra 
heat source (red light), use calf jackets, or 
creating cosy areas with straw bales. If 
calves lie in damp conditions, they will not 
thrive well and are more susceptible to 
disease. The importance of a calf having a 
dry, warm bed is often underestimated.

•	 Colostrum: A calf is born without antibodies 
and depends on their absorption from 
colostrum (first milk after calving) to gain 
immunity until they develop their own 
immunity at 3 to 4 weeks of age. The ability 
of the calf to absorb antibodies decreases 
every hour from birth and stops when the 
calf is 24 hours old. The simple rule is to use 
colostrum, from the first milking, for the 
first feed, within 2 hours of birth and give 
at least 3 litres (See our recently revised 
Colostrum Management leaflet for more 
information).

https://animalhealthireland.ie/resources/?q=&resource_type%5B%5D=documents&prog%5B%5D=calfcare


Michelle McGrath, Assistant CellCheck Programme Manager

I t can be an anxious time waiting for the calving season to kick off but being well prepared will help makes 
things easier. In relation to mastitis, it is important to review your records from last year, compare with 
other years and set targets for the coming year. This year will be a very important one for dairy farmers in 

terms of being prepared for the new veterinary medicines legislation that will be in place from January 2022. 
This legislation will mean that dairy farmers will need to change how they use antibiotics, and blanket treatment 
with antibiotics can no longer be used as a preventative measure i.e., when drying off uninfected cows. Change 
can be challenging, however sometimes the thought of having to change is worse than the process itself. If we 
are well prepared for the new legislation, there will be no need to fear it. Ultimately, this new legislation is about 
protecting antibiotics and doing all that we can to make sure they remain effective in both humans and animals.

Timely Reminders in Preparation 
for Spring 2021
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Another important aspect 
of mastitis management is 
to identify what pathogens 
are present in your herd 
by building a profile from 
any clinical cases that occur 
during the year. 

Plan your mastitis management for the coming year. For 
example, if you are not milk recording, you need to get started. 
Milk recording is the best way of identifying cows that need 
antibiotic treatment at drying off. Completing a milk recording 
within 60 days of calving shows you how successful any dry 
cow treatment was at curing infections and identifies cows 
that picked up new infections during the dry period. Identify 
any cows that had a high SCC last year and pay close attention 
to them when they calve for any evidence of clinical mastitis.

Another important aspect of mastitis management is to identify 
what pathogens are present in your herd by building a profile 
from any clinical cases that occur during the year. Aseptic milk 
samples should be collected from any clinical case before you 
start treatment. These can be frozen for several months, and 
then if you have a few of them they can all be sent to the laboratory together. Make sure they are correctly 
identified. Do not forget to record all clinical cases of mastitis and ideally send the information to ICBF by texting 
Mast and cow’s freeze brand to 089 4577663, for example if cow number 200 has mastitis, type Mast 200. The 
more information we can gather on each cow during the lactation the better prepared we will be when it comes 
to cow selection for selective dry cow therapy at the end of their lactation, and better cow selection will mean 
better results.
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Service the milking machine, check teat sprayer and nozzles and change the liners. 

Have the calving area clean, disinfected, properly set up and ready to go.

Closely monitor cows and heifers that are near calving, as they are most susceptible to mastitis in the 
last 2 weeks before they calve.

Keep the cubicles dry and clean - it can get a bit tiresome at this stage of the winter, but spring is coming, 
and they will be outdoors before you know it!

Parlour train heifers. Teat spraying at this time has been shown to significantly reduce new infections. 
Examine them for any obvious warts that may require veterinary assistance.

Stock up on supplies e.g., gloves, teat disinfectant, milk sample bottles, calving equipment, marker, 
California Mastitis Test, calcium, salt (for frozen yards and milking machines).

Complete maintenance and repairs on areas that could pose a mastitis risk once cows are left out- 
roadways, around troughs etc.

Other jobs that should be on the ‘to do’ list include:
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Majella Mc Cafferty
086 0597949 
majella.mccafferty@aurivo.ie
Mayo/Sligo/Donegal
Aurivo

Tom Downes
087 2564669
downest@lakeland.ie
Longford/Monaghan
Lakeland Dairies

5

Brendan Dillon
087 2626851
BrDillon@glanbia.ie
Cork/Waterford/
Wexford/Wicklow 
Glanbia

John Murphy
066 7163200 
john.murphy@kerry.ie
Kerry/Clare
Kerry Agribusiness

Tom Starr
087 6697010
tstarr@arrabawn.ie
Tipperary/Limerick
National Co-op

John Fitzpatrick
086 0426567
fitzpatrickj@glanbia.ie
Kilkenny/Laois/Carlow/
Kildare/Dublin 
Glanbia

Andrew O’Neill
086 1836505
aoneill@tipperary-coop.ie
Tipperary
Tipperary Co-Op

Denis Guiry
086 8098639
dguiry@dairygold.ie
Cork/Tipperary/Lim-
erick
Dairygold

Aoife Feeney 
afeeney@carbery.com
087 3484901.
West Cork
Carbery Group
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A Resource and Point of Contact for 
CellCheck Activities in your Area
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Plan calving to protect your herd 
against Johne’s disease

Johne's Control
AnimalHealthIreland.ie

IRISH JOHNE’S CONTROL PROGRAMME
Animal Health Ireland, 2-5 The Archways, Carrick-on-Shannon, Co. Leitrim, N41 WN27

Lawrence Gavey, Johne’s disease Programme Manager

C alving is the time when you can have most impact in protecting the health of your herd against the 
spread of Johne’s disease. Calves are the most susceptible animals on your farm to Johne’s infection, and 
calves’ greatest risk is the dung from infected cows.

Even if Johne’s disease has not been confirmed or suspected on your farm, you should use this time before calving 
gets under way to put in place protective measures.  All farms have some chance of Johne’s infection being 
present (although negative herd test results indicate a low risk), and the hygiene measures to reduce the risk of 
transmitting Johne’s to calves will also reduce transmission of other diseases, improve calf and cow health and in 
turn enhance productivity.

If you are participating in the Irish Johne’s Control Programme (IJCP), check the recommendations of your most 
recent veterinary risk assessment and management plan (VRAMP), for the priority actions as agreed with your 
approved veterinary practitioner.  The latest version of your VRAMP is readily available via your Johne’s screen 
on ICBF. If you have not yet registered with the programme, we would encourage you to do so, with financial 
supports available from both DAFM and your processor. 

Following are some suggestions for things that all herds can do to protect your calves.  Some may be impractical 
on some farms, and you are not expected to implement them all at once.

Suggestions include:  

•	 Identify high-risk cows, using test results, and prioritise these cows according to their Johne’s disease risk. 
Discuss the test results with your veterinary practitioner.

•	 Separate high-risk cows from the main herd for calving, so that calves from low-risk cows are not exposed 
to dung from high-risk cows.

•	 Clean cows of dung before they enter calving pens.

•	 Keep calving pens clean and dry. Remove dung and replace soiled bedding regularly.

•	 Do not use calf pens to hold sick adult cattle.

•	 Separate calves as soon after birth as possible, into a clean nesting area.

•	 Prevent manure from the calving pen and other adult facilities from getting into the calf pens; clean or use 
separate boots, wash hands, change soiled clothes if necessary when you enter the calf pens, or have a 
dedicated calf rearer.
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•	 Select replacement calves from low-risk cows; do not keep replacement heifer calves from high-risk cows 
(particularly their most recent calves).

•	 Collect and prepare milk and colostrum hygienically, avoiding faecal contamination.

•	 Ensure that calves receive colostrum – remember the Colostrum 1, 2, 3 rule: The 1st MILK, and only the 
first milk the cow produces, should be used to feed to the newborn calf for its first feed; Feed calves within 
2 HOURS of birth as antibody absorption is highest at this time; Feed 3 LITRES to ensure the calf receives 
enough antibodies.

•	 Provide colostrum and milk, especially to calves intended to be retained as replacements or sold for breed-
ing, from low-risk sources (individual test-negative, low-risk cows, or their own dam); preferably not from 
pooled colostrum or milk (even pooled from low-risk cows), and definitely not from high-risk cows. 

•	 If possible, house calves to be retained as replacements separate from calves from high-risk cows.

Remember to put aside time after calving to review what has worked well and what needs improvement for 
next year.  This will be an ideal time to conduct your VRAMP for 2021.

For more information on managing Johne’s disease at calving, have a look at our recently produced video as 
part of the CalfCare Virtual Week.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AkUQFsAONJU&feature=youtu.be
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