
DAIRY

In this issue

n K is not ok

n Take action on
herd lameness

n Dealing with pica

n Liner change

n Less mastitis =
more profit

n Improving
communications

Teagasc
Advisory
Newsletter

K is not ok

July 2017

Edited by

Tom O’Dwyer,
Head of Dairy

Knowledge Transfer

The capability of grass to grow

starts below the surface. Once the

major elements of phosphorus (P)

and potassium (K) are

compromised, less grass will be

grown, and especially when

growth is really needed. The vast

majority of soils are Index 1 or 2 –

deficient – for K. It has been

estimated that such soils will grow

as much as 1.5t DM/ha less grass,

reducing your profit by over

€200/ha. One bag of muriate of

potash (K)/acre (0-0-50) would do

a lot to fix a soil deficiency in K,

and would cost less than €20 per

50kg bag. Many fertiliser products

now available contain a low

amount of K. These fertiliser

products are suitable where

maintenance of soil fertility is

required, but are not suitable

where a build-up of soil K is

required. Now is a good time to

start correcting K deficiencies

(Table 1).

Table 1: Level of K (units/acre) required for each soil index at a
stocking rate of one cow/acre (2.5 cows/ha).

Soil index                                   1                       2                     3

Level of K (units/acre)             75                     52                   28
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Take action on herd lameness
The risk of cow lameness problems is highest

during the autumn period, at almost double the

rate compared to spring. Recent studies in

grazing herds have shown that by far the most

common cause of lameness is mechanical

damage (white line disease, bruises and ulcers)

compared to infectious problems like Mortellaro.

These are caused by poor quality road surfaces,

poor herding practices and crowded collecting

yards at milking. This month is a good time to

review lameness management in advance of the

high-risk period:

n Carry out a simple mobility score of the herd

to identify animals that are slightly to

severely lame. Treat minor problems

promptly; do not wait until the number is

larger to justify time spent on treatment.

n Inspect road surfaces across the farm. Are

there stretches of roadway that need

attention? Remove overhanging branches,

clean verges and fix surface problems.

n Check the areas where the road meets

concrete near the yard. Are small stones

being lifted onto concrete? Install a solution

if needed, such as a concrete nib, bark

mulch, membrane, etc.

n Autumn means longer walks. Identify the

higher-risk cows with a history of lameness. If

practical, these could be run as a separate

group, milked once-a-day and grazed in

paddocks near the yard. Don’t wait until

these cows are lame before removing them

from the main herd.

n Measure your collecting yard. Is there at least

1.5m2 of space per cow, including the cows

that enter in the first two rows for milking?

Lactating dairy cows have a requirement for P of

between 3.2 and 4.0g/kg DM eaten. On

average, grass P levels on dairy farms are

3.6g/kg DM. However, during the summer

when growth rates are high, these levels drop

slightly. This is because the rate of mineral

uptake by the plant is slower than the rate of

herbage production. As a result, cows may

exhibit symptoms of depraved appetite or pica

due to inadequate P levels in the diet. Other

factors which may cause depraved appetite

include inadequate fibre and/or deficiencies in

other minerals (sodium, cobalt, copper). To

correctly diagnose the problem a blood/feed

test should be taken. Extra roughage

(hay/straw) can be offered if there is a shortage

of fibre. If a P deficiency is diagnosed, a source

of P can be provided in a carrier ration. To

supply 5-20g P/day to cows in a 1kg carrier, the

carrier would need 0.5-2% P concentration.

Check mineral supplementation levels to ensure

cows are receiving adequate amounts.

The National Dairy Council (NDC) and

Kerrygold Milk Quality Awards open day on

the farm of the Power family on June 14 served

as a timely reminder about the importance of

changing milk liners – the only piece of the

milking machine that comes into direct contact

with the cow. 

Made from complex rubber or silicone

material, they have a limited useful life. The

majority of rubber liners are expected to last

Dealing with pica

Liner change
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for 2,000 milkings or six months, whichever

comes first. Milk liners lose elasticity over time

for the following reasons:

n swelling due to fat absorption;

n stiffening due to milk stone accumulation;

and,

n rubber denaturing due to the action of

dairy detergents, especially those containing

chlorine and iodine.

These changes to the physical nature of the

liner make them less effective at fully milking

out the cow. The milk remaining results in

lower milk yield and leaves the cow more

vulnerable to infection.

Teagasc’s recommendation is that liners should

be changed when they have completed 2,000

milkings. 

On the Power farm, where 12 rows of cows are

milked twice a day, the liners are changed

three times a year – in early February, June and

September. Message: calculate the date on

which you’re going to reach 2,000 milkings

from your liners and change the liners when

that date is reached.

Recent analysis of the national bulk tank

somatic cell count (SCC) database shows the

increased profitability that improving milk

quality delivers for both suppliers and

processors. The national bulk tank SCC

database captures volume and SCC

information for almost 95% of the milk

supplied in Ireland, and currently contains

three consecutive years of data, 2013-2015

(Figure 1). In 2015, 64% of milk supplied had

an SCC <200,000 cells/ml. The reduced SCC

levels in 2015 were worth an extra €38m to

the dairy industry in increased milk value,

when compared to the SCC distribution in

2013. 

This extra milk value yielded gains of 3:1 to

farmers and processors, i.e., €27m to farmers

and €11m to processors. The increased value

to farmers is mainly due to increased yields as

a result of lower SCC (Figure 2). The financial
benefits of a lower SCC should not be

underestimated. For example, at a milk price

of 30c/l, if a 100-cow herd reduces its SCC

from 350,000 cells/ml to 250,000 cells/ml,

Less mastitis = more profit

FIGURE 1: Proportion of herds and milk volume with
SCC <200,000 cells/ml.

FIGURE 2: Farm profit goes up as SCC goes down.



For further information on any issues raised in this newsletter, or to access other
enterprise newsletters, please contact your local Teagasc adviser or see www.teagasc.ie. Pr

od
uc

ed
 by

 T
hin

k M
ed

ia.

DAIRY

July is a high-risk month for childhood

accidents, as children are often playing

outdoors. Examine your farm for childhood

hazards and remove them. Children should

not be present when dangerous work is in

progress. Most importantly, discuss farm

safety issues with children and young

persons. Show a good example, as this is

vital for positive attitude formation towards

safety. Provide a safe play area for young

children.

HEALTH & SAFETY+
Keep children safe

Provide a safe play area for children.

At the recent Teagasc ‘Employing people –

getting the basics right’ conference, there was

a strong emphasis on the importance of

communication. Where there are additional

persons working on the farm, there must be

effective communication between the team

members (farmer, family, contractors and

employee) for the farm to operate

successfully. Margaret Dorgan emphasised the

two-way nature of effective communication;

listening for feedback is as important as

speaking in the communication process.

Asking questions to clarify understanding – by

both the employer and employee – was

emphasised. While verbal communication is

mainly used, other methods of

communication used include: formal

monthly/weekly meetings; informal breakfast

meetings; notice/white boards; to-do lists;

reports; calendars; text/email/WhatsApp

groups, etc.; farm maps; and, standard

operating procedures (written). Finally, the

importance of body language in verbal

communication was highlighted. 

Improving communications

the farm would generate almost €4,000 extra

profit. An additional €8,200 extra profit could

be gained if the reduction was from 250,000

cells/ml to 150,000 cells/ml. 

To see how much more profit you could earn

with a lower herd SCC, use the CostCheck

interactive calculator, which can be

downloaded from the Animal Health Ireland

(www.animalhealthireland.ie) or Teagasc

websites (www.teagasc.ie).


