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Issue No 4 Aug/Sept 

QUALITY COLOSTRUM 
A new born calf has no antibodies to fight 
disease; therefore the calf is very 
vulnerable to infection.  Colostrum is an 
important source of essential nutrients and 
antibodies for the calf.  The calf requires at 
least 3 litres (6 pints) of colostrum within 
the first 6 hours of life and this colostrum 
must  be of good quality (i.e. high antibody 
content).  Beyond six hours of life antibody 
absorption into the blood stream 
significantly reduces, therefore it is vitally 
important that swift action is taken to ensure 
that each calf receives the required quantity 
and quality of colostrum as soon as 
possible after birth. 
 
Many of you may have seen recent articles 
in the farming press promoting the 
assessment of colostrum quality as an aid 
to understanding calf health issues, in 
particular calf scours.  A colostrometer  is 
the device that is currently being promoted 
to assess the antibody content and 
therefore the quality of colostrum.  As a 
practice we are participating in this scheme 
and so are able to offer this free service.  
 
All you have to do is collect approximately
500ml of first or second  milking colostrum 
into a clean and dry container. Make sure 
that the udder is clean and that no foreign 
debris falls into the collection container.  
The sample may be refrigerated overnight 
before bringing it in to the practice for 
testing.  At the practice we are able to run 
this simple test within a few minutes. The 
reading obtained will provide  us with further 
information on your situation and allow us to 
advise you accordingly.  
 
The use of the colostrometer to assess 
colostrum quality may be used periodically 
for your own interest, or you may choose to 
use it on individuals or groups (e.g heifers).
We may advise its use as a further tool 
whilst investigating calf health issues or a 
calf scour outbreak.  It is worth highlighting 
that more colostrum does not necessarily 
mean better quality and vice versa.   

Higher yielding cows may produce more 
colostrum, but the greater volume leads to a 
dilution of the antibody concentration. 
 
Please feel free to request this service and 
consider its value as a tool used alongside 
other tests whilst investigating calf health 
issues and cases of calf scours. 

_______________________________ 
WORMS LIKE IT WARM AND WET 

Not all creatures are having such a bad time 
this summer. The warm wet weather is ideal 
for the early build up of worms on the pasture 
and so early cases of worm related disease. 
This is a very sweeping statement – not all 
pasture will be highly infective, not all cattle 
will show signs of disease. So how can you 
target the use of wormers to make sure cattle 
stay healthy without causing resistance 
problems or breaking the bank? To do this is 
important to understand how worms live, grow 
and affect cattle.  
 
WHAT WORMS 
The main worm is Ostertagia – this attacks 
the lining of the 4th stomach. Other worms 
include Cooperia – attacks the small 
intestines but generally not too much of a 
problem. And Nematodirus  – similar to lambs, 
only a problem in calves if mixed with sheep. 
The majority of worms cause the same 
symptoms of scour, wasting and if severe,
swelling of the brisket and under the chin. All 
these signs are due to gut damage.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ground to infective larvae. In spring, calves 
graze and eat larvae from the pasture. If 
untreated, these calves contaminate the 
pasture with eggs passed in the dung and are 
repeatedly exposed to more and more larvae 
through the grazing season. 
 
Type 1 disease is seen in late summer when 
the pasture is heavily infested with larvae and 
the cattle have grown and are consuming a 
large amount of grass. If the cattle were to 
remain untreated in the autumn then all the 
larvae eaten from September onwards will not 
develop into adults. The worms know that any 

This issue focuses on three 
comon problems which can all 
cause cattle to scour. Firstly we 
look at the importance of 
colostrum in calves. Then we 
will look at the effect that this 
years wet weather will have on 
gut worms in youngstock. Finally 
we will take a look at Johnes  
disease, which affects older 
cattle.   

WHEN AND HOW? 
Ostertagia is the 
most important 
worm. The normal 
situation is this: 
Cattle of all ages 
carry some 
worms, these lay 
eggs which pass 
out in the dung, 
hatch and 
develop on the  Larvae move out of pats in wet weather  



Unfortunately this does not mean that a dry 
summer is all good news. When the autumn 
rain comes the pats are broken up and the 
larvae are rapidly dispersed and so the 
pasture becomes highly infectious again. 
 
CONTROL 
There are more wormers than worms and 
there is no one-size-fits-all plan. It is 
important to use wormers wisely as 
resistance to drugs will develop over time. 
Worm control on organic farms can be 
problematic but finding different ways to 
reduce worm burdens is a useful tool for all 
farming systems. Developing an action plan 
is key to reducing worm burdens and to do 
this you must have a clear idea of what you 
want to achieve with the pasture you have 
available. We can help you to work through 
this.  

______________________ 
JOHNE’S DISEASE 

Johne’s disease is a chronic, progressive, 
infectious disease. It is caused by the 
bacterium Mycobacterium paratuberculosis, 
which is closely related to the bacterium that 
causes tuberculosis. The main signs of 
infection are diarrhoea and rapid weight loss. 
In some animal species, like sheep and 
goats, diarrhoea is less common. In general, 
animals with Johne's disease "waste away”. 
 The disease can have a significant financial 
impact on herds through loss of production 
and increased culling. Most often, the 
infection is acquired by eating material 
contaminated with M. paratuberculosis when 
animals are still young. Young animals are 
far more susceptible to infection than adults. 
Ingestion of the bacterium occurs when the 
calf’s environment is contaminated with 
faeces from an infected adult animal, or by 
drinking milk from an infected animal. The 
bacterium can survive for over a year in 
contaminated soil or water. 
It may be years after infection, before the 
animal becomes ill.  In general animals show 
a period of reduced production and fertility 
before more severe symptoms of disease 
show. These symptoms are intermittent 
diarrhoea, severe weight loss, emaciation 
and death. Unfortunately there is no cure. 
Diagnosis can be confirmed using faecal-
and/or blood samples. Infected animals test 
negative in up to 50% of the cases, due to 
the limited sensitivity of the tests. Therefore 
tests might need to be repeated when there 
is a suspicion for disease. 
 
CONTROL 
· Keep a closed herd.  
· Remove diseased cattle from the herd 

ASAP. Do not breed from their offspring. 
· Rear calves totally separate from the 

adult cows 
· Only feed colostrums from own mother.  
· Feed powder milk or heat treated milk.  
 

� eggs produced over the winter would not 
develop in the cold weather. Therefore they
stop developing and hibernate in the lining 
of the stomach. When the weather warms 
up in the spring the worms emerge from the 
lining of the gut causing lots of damage. 
This is the type 2 ostertagiosis. 
 
RISKY WEATHER 
The key to recognising when disease will 
occur is in gauging the infectivity of the 
pasture . By this I mean the number of 
larvae in each mouthful which can 
develop into adult worms.  
 
Firstly the larvae must get onto the pasture. 
These must either come from cattle or 
sheep from the previous grazing season. 
The numbers of worms left from the 
previous year depends on: 
1. Age of cattle grazing - animals less 

than 18months old have a low natural 
resistance to worms and therefore 
produce more worm eggs. 

2. When last grazed  – if the pasture was 
used early in the season and then used 
for silage then the number of larvae will 
be significantly reduced.  

With this knowledge the pasture can be 
graded as low, medium or high risk  of 
infection. 
To get eaten the larvae must more out of 
the cow pats and into the grass. The best 
place to get eaten is on the tips of the grass 
which cattle tend to eat. So the larvae need 
1. Warmth – to develop into infective 

larvae quickly temperatures need to be 
above 10*C on average. 

2. Water- rain helps to break up cow pats 
and spread the larvae out. The larvae 
are then able to move along the blades 
of grass where they will be eaten. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The worms are not able to disperse 
amongst the grass; in fact they must stay 
low near the soil to avoid drying out. So in 
these conditions which were similar to last 
year, even if the same number of eggs were 
being produced and dumped on the 
pasture, the pasture infectivity would be far 
lower.  
 

 

 

 
Larvae move to tips of wet grass 

So in warm wet 
conditions, as we 
have had this 
year the pasture 
can be highly 
infective early in 
the summer. This 
is a stark contrast 
to dry summers, 
in these 
conditions the 
larvae remain in 
the cow pats 
which bake a nice 
protective crust. 


