
Cast your mind back to the beginning of the year 
and predominantly dry weather though the winter 
and a mild April, meant that we saw many people 
taking first cuts early. With grass at almost optimal 
quality things looked good for outright production 
from forage. As we all know Mother Nature dealt 
us a swift clip round the ear though just to remind 
us of our position in the pecking order.

If you think about it, it is no wonder that achieving 
the levels of output that we all hoped for became 
very difficult. From extreme heat stress through 
June and into July, followed by persistently wet 
and humid weather, grass quality deteriorated 
both for cutting and grazing and cows housed 
up early in sheds that were invariably too warm. 
Altogether that stress period lasted over 5 
months. We rarely have such a prolonged period 
of pressure and the after affects of that have 
been varied, but often detrimental to out right 
performance.

So why did it affect performance? Peak and 
fresh cows are most susceptible to stress, closely 
followed by dry cows and so although we often 
have 1 or 2 consecutive pressure months we 
rarely have 5 on the trot. Affectively this knocked 
cows off peak and when you get fresh animals 
down on production it has a cumulative affect 
on total output, which becomes amplified by the 
number of months that the stress factor lasts for. 

I am a big fan of multicut systems. They definitely 
produce you more dry matter yield and greater 
yield potential, providing that you really consider 
what you are trying to achieve and why. There has 
been some advice out there saying cut early in 
the day and pick it up within 24 hours to achieve 
optimum quality and minimal losses in the field. 

The theory is completely correct, but there are 
some distinct caveats to remember.

If you are harvesting young grass below 30DM(dry 
matter) then you are likely to have acid loading 
which can be extreme with little buffering from 
forage NDF as they tend to be pretty low in young 
grass. This ultimately has a negative effect on 
intake, which is completely the opposite to what 
you are trying to achieve. Interestingly, from my 
point of view some of those wetter first cuts fed 
very well if they were opened within a couple of 
weeks of ensiling, as they had not had time to 
build lactic acid levels yet. The ones we opened 
late summer or autumn, have required heavy 
buffering to prevent large milk drops. The fact 
that many of these clamps slumped just added 
to the acid loading.

Alongside these weather related issues we have 
had a very unusual situation with the speed of 
protein degradation in grass silages. Normally, 
high protein early first cuts give up the majority 
of their protein very quickly, probably around 70-
75%, but this year we have had a large number of 
clamps that are more like 5-10% fast degrading 
protein. This has meant that rumen function can 

be compromised due to lack of fast degrading 
protein. This is very unusual and has meant that 
many diets required ingredients that we normally 
wouldn’t need to use in grass based systems.

Fortunately we have worked our way through most 
of these issues and cows calving in now have had 
good consistent dry cow nutrition through the 
far off period, instead of being exposed to poor 
quality back end grass that caused weight loss 
and dropped peak performance.

Going forward, we must take on board the 
lessons from this year and make sure that we 
make attempts to avoid doing the same this 
year. Cut grass frequently, but get it dry. If cows 
need to be housed early or during the summer, 
make sure that you have made efforts to ventilate 
the shed the best you can, that there is plenty 
of water and access to it. Don’t leave far off dry 
cows out in poor grass conditions. Most of these 
issues are manageable if we have a plan and that 
must involve having an end goal too. Wishing you 
a really strong and successful 2018.
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Good bye 2017….where did that 
year go!? I have to say that although 
not financially tough as such due 
to milk price rises, it has still been 
one of the tougher years to manage 
cows over the last 20 years. 
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Probably the biggest cause of death in laying birds is egg peritonitis or E.coli 
peritonitis and the drinking of that dirty, infected water certainly doesn’t 
help! The term egg peritonitis actually covers disorders of the egg laying 
tract including impaction of the oviduct, peritonitis and infection of the 
oviduct. E.coli however tends to be the bug that kills the bird. The picture 
below shows a typical post mortem of a bird with egg peritonitis and many 
of you will have seen this if you open birds yourself.  

It often smells terrible with the thick yellow pus throughout the cavity and in 
summer the carcass often goes green quite quickly because of the bacteria.

How does the bacteria get into the bird?
Stress in the flock can lower the immune system to the extent that the E.coli 
can enter the bird from the gut, from the airways and breathe it in, from 
wounds such as pecking or as an ascending infection from the vent.

What are the common contributing influencing factors?
• Parasites such as worms or red mite

• Viral challenges such as IB

• Bacterial challenges such as Mycoplasma or Pasteurella. Incidentally IB, 
Mycoplasma and E.coli are a very potent mix and make mortality rates 
much higher than if these pathogens were present on their own.

• Stresses such as injurious feather pecking, cannibalism, predators, any 
management changes such as nest boxes not opening, water supply issues 
or food running out, etc, heat stress.

How do we diagnose it? 
We take samples from the heart, liver, oviduct and bone marrow to grow 
the E.coli but the post mortem picture gives us a big clue. However, other 
infections are similar so it is important to do the bacteriology. It is also 
essential to do sensitivity tests to find out what is the best treatment to use 
when mortality is high. 

How do we control egg peritonitis?
Antibiotics are limited in number with nil egg withhold and we can have 
poor response if we do not control the trigger factors so we are far better 
placed at preventing it

• Good biosecurity including effective rodent control and effective turn 
around

• Clean water (regular water sanitation), clean food, clean air (good draught 
free ventilation assential)

• Well drained ranges with fresh stone each crop outside the pop holes

• Paddock grazing to try to preserve pastures (difficult if not impossible this 
weather!)

• Avoid pecking by enrichment in the house, having access to range early, 
good light control, control of egg size etc etc. (This is a huge topic in itself!)

• Control all parasites, internal (worms) and external (red mite)

• Control viral challenges by good vaccination programmes including 
vaccinating through lay for IB.

• Control predators

• In feed prebiotics/probiotics etc such as Biomos, actigen, bactocell.

• A good in rear vaccination policy and healthy pullet delivered

• Vaccination for E.coli.

The vaccination for E.coli has been brought right up-to-date with the 
availability of Poulvac E.coli vaccine that is licensed in rear but has been 
used under veterinary supervision throughout lay. It has also been used in 
the face of an outbreak with good success but that has to be managed by 
your veterinary surgeon. If there are underlying issues such as aggression 
then again as with antibiotic success, we may not have the desired effects 
with vaccination.

We can also vaccinate with a bespoke vaccine, whereby we collect the 
E.coli from your post mortems and make a vaccine specifically for your 
site, called autogenous vaccination. This can be very expensive and involve 
two injections in rear. These vaccines also have to be constantly updated in 
case new strains come onto your unit.

We are sure the weather will improve soon and then the birds will have a 
better chance on the range of avoiding the high bacterial loads.

DAIRY POULTRY
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The weather has been horrendous and we have seen problems associated with birds trudging through the 
soaked ranges. It is inevitable that the birds that go out onto the range will drink from the muddy puddles 
and ingest a host of bugs that can affect bird health.
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In December we invited some of Duchy College 
Level 3 Agricultural students to spend the day 
with us. We did a tour of the mill to see how the 
products are made and how everything functions 
to make the mill run smoothly and efficiently.

The students then had a couple of presentations 
one by myself, talking to them about my 
experiences as an ex dutchy student and their 
options to employment after completing their 
course. I also talked about myself and Kirin’s job 
role at Crediton Milling and how good management 
is key to successful farms. 

Matt then did a talk about Brexit and the positive 
or negative effects it may have, especially on the 
younger generation....I can assure you this got 
some students talking and wasn’t as boring as it 
sounds! We then had a tour of the Crediton Dairy 
Factory and listened to Phil Cork tell us a bit about 
the Dairy. Of course, we had a cheeky sample of 
their delicious milkshakes too! A brilliant day had 
by all. 

We are always happy to have groups come and 
have a look around the mill, if you’re interested 
don’t hesitate to give us a call.

One of services Kyrin and myself provide on farm 
is Locomotion Scoring.

We score the cows on a 1-5 scale and advise to 
trim score 3 and 4 cows, (this is easily converted 
into the 0-3 scale). The difference between a 
score 3 and 4 cows is that score 3 we can’t tell 
which foot the cow is lame on but score 4 we can. 

Score 3 is prevention trimming, a score 3 is losing 
a minimum of 4.1% milk production per day 
which may not seem a lot but on a 35L cow that’s 
1.5L lost a day just in milk production, 547.5L in 
a 365-day period. Furthermore, if that cow isn’t 
trimmed and she becomes a score 4 cow is 9.3% 
milk lost then score 5 ,15.2%. That isn’t including 
the huge knock on effect lameness causes on 
fertility, extra labour, lost body condition, treatment 
costs and increased culling. 

To improve your farms lameness the most 
important group of cows to decrease lameness 
to start with is the Dry cow group practically the 
close ups. The aim is to have 0 lameness in the 
close-up group with the knock-on effect lameness 
has in this period with calving down, decreased 
milk production, lower intakes, lower peaks and 
struggling to get them back in calf. Think of your 
cows as aeroplanes, they need a good take off and 
landing to create a good journey. A good aim on 
the milking herd is to have an average locomotion 
score percentage of 1.9% .  

If you would like your herd scored or are 
interested in condition scoring than please give 
Kyrin or myself a shout.

dutchy tour locomotion scoring
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We have several customers who are using 
precision meals, these are proving to be very 
useful out on farm. These are ideal as a carrier 
for expensive low inclusion rate additives such 
as minerals fats, yeasts, protected amino acids, 
bypass proteins etc. The nature of a meal means 
that there is no settling out of these ingredients 
and ensures that the dispersion through the mix 
is more even, on farm feeds or straights can then 
be used to bring the ration up to the desired level. 

This is then less prone to sorting and scavenging 
by undesirable wildlife.

Thought about using a precision meal? 
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Whether your herd is TMR (Total 
Mixed Ration) or PMR (Partly 
Mixed Ration) there are many 
options open to you as to how you 
source your ingredients and in what 
form you take them.

Blends
Pros  
• Technical backup from feed supplier 

• Wider range of raw materials available to 
choose from

• Only need to take what you require for the 
month helping cash flow

• Labour saving as only pulling from one bin or 
bay

• Less wear and tear on machinery 

• More accurate weights

• Improved dispersal throughout finished ration 
as already mixed

Cons 
• Only able to make changes from load to load

• Potential risk of separation during blowing 

• Risk of sorting at feed barrier

Precision Meals
Pros  
• Technical backup from feed supplier 

  Full extensive range of raw materials available 
to choose from including additional macro 
and micro ingredients  

• Only need to take what you require for the 
month helping cash flow

• Labour saving as only pulling from one bin or 
bay

• Less wear and tear on machinery 

• Extremely accurate weights

• Maximum dispersal throughout finished ration 
as already mixed and a meal will disperse 
better

• Less appealing to starlings and badgers

Cons 
• Only able to make changes from load to load

Dry cow diets are arguably the most important 
– but hard to perfect – parts of the dairy cow 
lactation. However, using a partial Dietary Cation-
Anion Balance (DCAB) feeding system is one way 
to balance nutrition and costs to maximise herd 
health and productivity, says Pete.

One of the most common problems around 
calving time is milk fever, caused by a lack of 
calcium at the start of lactation. Affecting 7-8% 
of the UK herd, it causes muscle weakness and 
uterine inertia, potentially leading to poor fertility 
or even death. 

DCAB feeding system are often used to minimise 
the risk of milk fever. It works by creating acidic 
conditions in the blood, which promotes calcium 
mobilisation from the cow’s bones and prevents 
blood calcium levels from dipping. “At the 
start of lactation, a cow’s demand for calcium 
dramatically increases,” explains Pete. “The 
requirement is so high that it is nearly impossible 
to provide adequate levels from diet alone. 
Therefore, to avoid health issues, it’s essential to 
prepare the cow’s body for calcium mobilisation 
by keeping calcium levels suppressed during the 

transition period.”

However, full DCAB diets – which are based 
on feeding mineral supplements to dry cows to 
create the acidic conditions - can be costly; and 
if not fed accurately can actually increase the 
likelihood of milk fever, says Pete. “Partial DCAB 
diets are a simpler and lower-cost option for 
farmers. These involve careful utilisation of feeds 
to minimise sodium and potash intake, usually 
with the addition of magnesium chloride to create 
the optimum DCAB level.”

Cornish dairy farmer, Mark Button, has seen 
great results with his 940-head dairy herd since 
switching to a partial DCAB diet with a calcium 
binder in 2014. Far off dry cows receive a mix 
of 6kg of brewer’s grains, 4.5kg of ground straw 
and 20kg of grass silage. “To keep management 
simple, the close-up group receive 80% of the 
same mix, with the addition of 4kg of maize 
silage, an extra 4kg of brewer’s grains and the 
calcium binder X-Zelit,” adds Mark. 

The grass silage reflects the ingredients animals 
will receive in the milking cow diet, however, 

its high calcium and potassium levels could be 
problematic. “To counteract this, we add the 
brewer’s grains, maize silage and X-Zelit, which 
binds the additional calcium in the diet,” explains 
Pete. “We calculate the quantity carefully, so 
it binds the exact amount of calcium that we 
need to remove from the diet – leaving enough 
in the remaining ration to meet the dry cow’s 
requirements.”

Mark has subsequently seen improvements to 
both herd health and fertility. “Prior to switching 
the diet, we had a few issues with milk fever and 
retained cleansings, and while our milk fever 
percentage was low across the herd – at about 3 
to 4% - we have now managed to reduce this to 
less than 0.5%.”

Partial DCAB diets are much more cost effective 
than full diets, and though there is an added cost 
for the calcium binder, it guarantees consistency 
for farmers, says Pete. “Grass silage quality varies 
depending on the cut, but this helps to balance 
out any variations, giving farmers security and 
more flexibility for any movements in the diet.”

Partial DCAB approach boosts herd 
health and productivity 
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Cow health and productivity could be boosted at minimal cost by adopting 
a partial DCAB diet through the transition period, according to Pete Davis. 


