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Transition cow
nutrition and
- management

By Paddy Gordon MA VETMB CERTCHP MRCVS
: of Shepton Veterinary Group

Il newly calved cows
' will initially be in
a state of negative

nergy balance
because milk production
X demands will exceed their
cbility to compensate with dry
matter intakes.

The cow responds in the leads 1o melabolic

short term by mobtﬁsmg ond fertility-related
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Clinical: Care Of The Transition Cow

relatively rare with less than

a 3% incidence, by contrast,
subclinical ketosis is much
mare cammon with nearly
30% of cows experiencing
the condition in the first 50
days of lactation. And even at
this ‘hidden’ level of ketosis,
there is slill @ depression in
milk production and fertility,

o compromise of the animal’s
immune system and health,
ond an increased likelihood of
involuntary culling.

Ketosis — a risk in
early lactation

There are two types of kelosis:
Type 1 ketosis occurs in eatly
loctation when the animal
becomes eneigy-deficient.

The most obvious atrisk
group are high yielding cows,
Theit energy demands are
greater than their peers, and so
they are more likely to have a
grealer negalive eneigy stalus,

Heifers are another akrisk
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group as their 'social status’ in
the herd is low. Older, more
dominani, cows may refuse
them access o the feed trough.
So heifers eat less and sulfer
more stress. This is less of o
problem in new buildings with
wide passageways. However,
older housing is frequently not
so heiferfriendly. A high LDA
incidence in heifers moy be o
reflection of this environment.

Poor quality rations are
onother risk factor: the
digestibility and energy content
of grozed gross and forages
varies thiough the yeor. Coses
of subclinical and clinical
ketosis can occur when rotions
are changed to include poorer
quaolity forages or when there is
an overreliance in lote summer
on grazed grass. Butyric acid
silage or wet silage can couse
a dielary overdose of bulyric
acid, inducing severe ketasis
and cause a reduction in dry
malter inlake.

“To regain
their fitness
in time for
calving,
cows can be
put into a
‘starvation’
group or
‘fat club’ at
drying off”

Fat cows —
candidates for
ketosis
In the run-up to calving, some
cows become overcondiioned
or 'fat’. If their body condition
score [BCS] is greater than 3.0
at drying off, they are prime
candidates for Type 2 kelosis.
Again this is more frequently
found ot subclinical ‘hidden’
levels thon at clinical levels.

These 'fat’ cows will be less
efficient ot uiilising energy and
olso have lower dry matter
intakes, both before and alter |
their next calving, further
exacerboling the energy deficit
Fat cows ote olso morte pione lo
milk fever and difficult calvings,
which will further disrupt
feed intokes

To preven! piegnan cows
becoming fat, they should
be split inta groups and fed
according to their stoge of
loctation and yield. In prociice,
overfeeding can still occur

when, far example, o cow is fed
as one of a group expected to
be giving 30 litres of milk/day
but is only giving 25 litres/day.

To regain their fitness in time
for calving, cows can be put
into @ starvation’ group or 'fot
club’ at drying ofl. However, it's
not healthy or econamic for dry
cows to be losing BCS.

Over-conditioning of cows
con also occur when it has
taken longer o get them back-
in-calf than their herdmotes e.g
due to poor oeslus expression
The extended time without
pregnancy allows the cow 1o put
on condition

Another ketosis risk is
extended dry periods -
cows become less fit ond less
able to cope with the change
from dry cow rations to the
milking cow ration.

Monitoring for
ketosis — on-farm
mvestigations

Ideally regular monitoring of
body condition across the herd
should be cartied out ot key
stages of production [see table
2). Scoring cows at 100 doys
before calving can ensure diets
are adjusted fo better match
yields and prevent 'fot’ cows
and Type 2 kelosis occurring.

In calved cows, if BCS ot 60
doys posi-calving is one whole
point lower than that of the dry
cows, this indicates a kg per
day weight loss from negative
energy balance, ond ketosis and
poor ferility is likely.

An increased incidence of
LDAs, metritis, RFM [relained
foetal membranes] or milk fever
are also warning signals that
cows could be in a state of
subclinical ketosis.

Toke o look at the herd's milk
records. If more than 40% of
cows have a fatprotein ratio
of more than 1.5:1 ot the first
test after calving, this may also

Figure 1
The energy gaop in early lactation
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Table 1
The impact of ketosis on cow health and performance

Increases in: Reductions in:

* IDAs * feed intokes
= Cysfic ovaries = Milk yield
* Maeritis * Fertility [conception rate]

* Severity of mastitis

* Retained Foelal Membianes [RFM)
* Calving interval

* Culling rate

Table 2
When 1o condition score

Stage of lactation

60 days post-calving
100 days before drying off

g

indicote that the herd is of risk changes to nutrition and /or

of ketosis, management need to be mode
= y over fime to help optimise heid
Testing for ketosis performance.

— metabolic blood
profiling

Routine ongeing herd monitaring
for ketasis is important
Manitaring helps ossess if

For an abjective measurement
of o herd's energy status, blood
samples con be taken and
metabolic profiling carried out

In newly calved cows, vets

will typically sample 12 cows
which hove calved between

2 ond 21 days previously.

The levels of ketones in

the blood - meosured as
betahydroxybutyrate, or BHBA
- indicate the degree of enargy
deficit, with levels of over 1000
pmol /l indicative of subclinical
ketosis.

Where more than 10% of the
group hove subclinical ketosis
then the situation needs careful
monitering and further testing
is tecommended. Where more
than 25% of cows lested have
high ketone levels, changes 1o
management and/or nulrition
are needed.

For dry cows, eneigy stolus is
typically ossessed using NEFA
[non-esterified foty ocids) levels
in the blood, with samples taken
in the two weeks before calving

Take care of
transition cows
Both Type | ond Type 2
ketasis - even ot subclinical
levels - are delrimenial to o
caw/heiler’s padormance,
health and productivity. This
metabolic disease reduces herd
profitability in the short term due
to the cosis of ireaiment and
drop in milk yield. In the long
term; subclinical ketosis con be
a goleway disease, as alfected
animals are more prone 1o other
metabolic diseases, health
challenges and also at a higher
risk of being culled.
5o it's essential to pay
attention to their nutrition
and managemenl during the
transition pariod - tha threa
weeks before and alter calving,
Farmers concerned that
ketosis may be depressing
herd performance should talk
to their ver, together with their
nufrifionisl, to investigate the
energy salus across the herd so
that an appropriate stategy can
be put in place
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