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Pain management
in disbudding

Michelle McGrath, CalfCare Technical Working Group Rapporteur

D

isbudding and dehorning are painful procedures and are therefore regulated by animal welfare
laws. The use of both local anaesthetic and pain relief (analgesia) via a non-steroidal antiinflammatory drug (NSAID) is considered the gold standard when disbudding calves to minimise the
effects of this painful procedure.
Anaesthesia is normally done before the procedure to make it easier on both the animal and the
farmer as it blocks the nerve that supplies the horn area. Administration of a local anaesthetic as a
prescription only medicine (POM) by a non-vet stockperson is permitted under Irish legislation for the
disbudding of calves from 2 weeks to 4 weeks of age. For calves older than 4 weeks, administration of
a local anaesthetic prior to dehorning under veterinary supervision, is mandatory.
The best location to anaesthetise the area is halfway between the base of the ear and the corner of
the eye. The cornual nerve runs under the ridge in this location. A 5/8”needle is inserted up to its hub
under the ridge and inject 2ml of the local anaesthetic (provided by your veterinary practitioner). Pull
back while still injecting so that the last bit of local is injected just below the skin. This procedure is
repeated on the other side.

An NSAID is a veterinary medicine
that is used to relieve pain, reduce
inflammation, and lower core body
temperature and is normally given
after or while the calf is restrained.
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For ease of management and increased welfare some farms are now adopting veterinary-directed
sedation of calves when disbudding. This is where the calves are sedated by a veterinary practitioner
in order to facilitate batch disbudding. Research has shown that sedated calves recover quicker
and display less behavioural and physiological signs of pain after disbudding. This usually involves a
combination of sedation, local anaesthesia, and an NSAID.
If calves are not being sedated, a calf dehorning crate should be used to minimise stress to a calf and
for optimum safety to the operator.
Disbudding involves the destruction of the cells of the horn bud. Cautery (i.e. using a heated disbudding
iron) is the only method of disbudding allowed in Ireland under current legislation (S.I. 127 of 2014),
which permits disbudding of calves up to 28 days old by thermal cauterisation.
Dehorning refers to the removal of the horn after attachment of the horn bud to the skull. Because the
horn grows from the skin around its base, you must remove or destroy a complete ring of hair (1cm
wide) around the horn base. The degree of tissue damage associated with disbudding is influenced by
the stage of development of the horn bud e.g. in younger calves the burning of the vessels surrounding
the horn bud is sufficient, whereas the whole bud needs to be removed when the horn is further
developed. Therefore, depending on the calf’s age, more tissue damage may be caused, which could
lead to prolonged healing time and prolonged stress.

The Procedure
The barrel of the cauterising iron is preheated and must be larger than the horn bud so that a
complete ring of tissue around the base is cauterized. The hot iron is placed over the horn and held in
position with firm pressure. Once the hair starts burning, the iron is rotated around the bud to evenly
distribute the heat until a copper-coloured ring of cauterized tissue encircles the bud, but no longer
than about 10-20 seconds. Excessively long application of the hot iron may damage the brain. Calves
are inspected after 30 minutes and any arteries that are still bleeding are cauterised. The horn bud
should fall off within 4 to 6 weeks. Calves are inspected daily, for about 10 days, for early detection
of infection. Symptoms of infection include constant tossing of the head and/or a discharge from the
wound. Consult with your veterinary practitioner if wounds get infected.
Note: Caustic dehorning chemicals must not be used.
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Milk quality for the rest of the year
depends on what you do now!
Michelle McGrath, Assistant CellCheck Programme Manager

M

ilk quality for the whole lactation may depend on the success of mastitis control at calving as
the period around calving (from two weeks before calving up to 2 weeks after calving) is the
highest risk period for mastitis infection to occur. Cows are very susceptible to infection around calving
because their natural defence mechanisms are low. New infections occur and subclinical infections
which have persisted through the dry period may flare into clinical cases. Special care in this period
will pay off.
• Calve in a clean dry environment with adequate space - if your knees are wet after kneeling,
it is not dry enough for calving cows!
• Be alert to the number of cases of mastitis occurring, especially in freshly calved heifers as
this is an indicator of the hygiene of the calving and housing environment. If greater than 5%
of your cows and 15% of heifers have had mastitis in the first month of calving you should
investigate.
• It is recommended that each farm establishes a procedure to ensure that all cows are
stripped for the first 8 milkings.
• Look for changes in colour and consistency, including yellowy brown or creamy colours,
blood, clots, lumps, flakes or watery milk.
• It is good practice to check all cows with a California Mastitis Test (CMT), before milking them
into the bulk tank-this will help you find any cows with subclinical mastitis.
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• Don’t forget to wear gloves and disinfect after stripping a cow with mastitis as the bacteria
can be spread to the next cow you strip.
• Milk freshly calved cows as soon as possible after calving and milk out completely and
disinfect teats post milking.
• Ensure that milk from the colostrum and transition phase is not included in the bulk tank.
Cows with a positive CMT result should be excluded from the tank for an extra 2-4 milkings
to reduce the risk of an increased bulk milk SCC. Discuss the need for treatment with you vetsome of these cases may self-cure.
• Clinical and subclinical cases that are missed can dramatically increase the bulk milk SCC.
Early detection and treatment of clinical mastitis reduces the risk of severe cases developing
and reduces the risk of infection being passed to other cows, and the development of
chronic infections.
• Recording all clinical cases is essential, to monitor mastitis levels in your herd. A clear, easily
seen record on a blackboard or whiteboard should be made during milking and transferred at
a later date to a more permanent record.
• Milk samples should be collected (aseptically - ask your veterinary practitioner to show you
the correct technique!) from clinical cases before starting treatment, and can be frozen for 3
months allowing a couple of samples be sent to the lab together for culture and sensitivity.
This helps build up a profile of what bacteria are in your herd, where they come from and
what antibiotics are likely to work.
• Don’t forget to book your first milk recording to record cows within the first 6 weeks of
calving to get the best information possible.
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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

Denis Guiry
086 8098639
dguiry@dairygold.ie
Cork/Tipperary/Limerick
Dairygold
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Animal movements spread
Johne’s disease
Lawrence Gavey, Johne’s disease Programme Manager

T

he Irish Johne’s Control Programme (IJCP) has consistently advised that purchasing or otherwise
moving animals between herds carries risk of spread of the MAP bacteria that cause Johne’s
disease. This risk is increased by both the number of animals received and the number of different
source herds they come from.
There are two practical implications of this advice:
• Reduce animal purchases as much as possible; and
• Even if Johne’s disease is not apparent, put in place controls over spread of infection within
your herd in case infection has been introduced to your herd in previous purchases.

Avoid bringing animals onto your farm as much as possible. Where possible, use AI rather than buying
a bull, and breed your own replacement females instead of buying them in. If sending replacements
away for rearing, select a farm that is not contract rearing other animals..
If you must purchase animals, preferably source them from a herd that is participating in the IJCP with
negative testing results (ask the seller or agent), or CheCS or other assurance programme. Buy from
as few different source herds as possible.
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If you have previously purchased animals to build your herd numbers or to introduce new genetics,
you may have already, unwittingly, brought MAP infection to your farm. The likelihood of that infection
is increased by numbers of cattle purchased and number of herds that they were purchased from.
Testing under the IJCP is now showing infection in dairy herds that have undergone expansion or
establishment by buying in animals in the previous five years or so. Infection that came in with
those purchases has since spread between animals in these herds, and the disease has progressed
within infected animals. Even before the clinical impacts of disease (drop in milk production, wasting
in condition, diarrhoea, death) become apparent, these herds have more test-positive animals and
higher test readings than herds without histories of purchasing.
This test pattern is consistent with recent scientific modelling that shows how the rate of spread
of infection, once introduced into a herd and not controlled, will be slow at first but increases over
time. The progression of infection to shedding and spread between animals, and clinical disease, will
accelerate if the herd is stressed.
It is therefore beneficial to put in place controls on within-herd spread even before clinical disease is
apparent, and the sooner the better; and even more beneficial to maintain a closed herd.
The IJCP offers you the opportunity and funded supports to test your herd to assess whether infection
is present, and to implement practical and cost-effective changes to reduce spread and impacts of
infection.
Every dairy herd in Ireland, but particularly those that have brought cattle onto the farm, can benefit
from participating in the IJCP. For more information about the Johne’s programme, contact your
veterinary practitioner or Animal Health Ireland (tel: 071 967 1928, email: jd@animalhealthireland.ie).
Animal Health Ireland also provides advice on managing other disease risks from purchasing animals;
refer to the biosecurity leaflets on the AHI website click here.
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