
 WORKING AS A TEAM TO CURE RETAINED CLEANSINGS AND METRITIS - THE PLAN 
 
Faced with an annually recurring incidence of 15% retained cleansings, 35% metritis and a 
cull rate of 20% for failure to conceive, Anthony Sluman was determined to solve the 
problem. 
 
Anthony manages and milks 300 Spring calving Guernsey's for JA & EJ Yewdall & Son near 
Bideford, Devon. He knows that if any problems occur within the short calving period of 
February to April are not quickly solved, it is over until next year. 
 
With this in mind Anthony contacted me in June 2006 to work as part of a team with him 
and John Burnside from Torbridge Veterinary Centre, to set a plan in motion for Spring 
2007. We duly met and inspected the herd, manure, housing, feeding areas and the 
remaining forages.  
 
By the way, if you are thinking of that favourite solution "Selenium and Vitamin E", then keep reading.  
 
We convened in the kitchen and it was obvious that John Burnside had covered the 
veterinary issues in great depth. An exhaustive review of the calving area and magnesium 
and calcium supplementation eliminated these as a cause. The low incidences of ketosis 
(1), displaced abomasums (1), twins (6), assisted calvings (5), dead calves (14) and milk 
fevers (0 inside; 15 at grass) suggests metabolic disorders were having little effect. Some 
cows were falling into 2 or 3 of these groups, reducing the percentage of problem cows. 
 
Adding 2.5kgs of concentrates to the pre calving group last year made no difference. 
 
Everything was pointing to the nutrition in the dry and pre calving periods as the source of 
the problems. 
 
In my experience, it is a lack of energy that causes the problems, usually in the form of low 
intakes. Guilty parties can be: fat cows, low energy forages, wet forages, unpalatable feeds, low rumen degradable protein (ERDP), low 
concentrate levels, empty feed troughs, troughs with stale feed at the bottom, insufficient feeding space, overcrowding, lack of water.I 
could go on and on. 
 
So why does a lack of energy intake have this effect? It is all due to the immune system.  
 
The cow fights infection because her white blood cells provide protection. Neutrophils are white blood cells that provide her first line of 
defence and kill bacteria. If the neutrophils don't succeed, other white blood cells come in to eliminate most infections the neutrophils 
can't handle. Unfortunately, around the time of calving, the immune system often breaks down and the white blood cells are not as 
effective. 
 
Research in Iowa and Utah* has shown (illustrated through metabolic blood profiles) that cows losing weight two weeks prior to calving 
had higher levels of uterine disease and poorer neutrophil function. It now appears that there is proof to support the view that the health 
of the uterus is greatly influenced by feed intake and being able to avoid negative energy at the end of the dry period. 
 
So where does Selenium and Vitamin E fit in? They certainly have a role to play if there is a deficiency. But how many cows are actually 
deficient? The chart below shows the results of selenium levels (measured using the enzyme GSHPx) from blood profiles tested through 
The Dairy Herd Health and Productivity Service (DHHPS) at Edinburgh University. It is split into milking cows at differing days in milk and 
dry cows at different stages before calving. 
 
*Goff et al.  
 
Incidences of low blood selenium 

- Milking cows Dry cows Total

Days 0-9 10-20 21-50 50-120 120+ 10+ 0-10  

Total samples 656 2732 2579 2297 2815 2228 2981 16288

Low results 17 76 53 13 9 31 42 241

% Low results 2.59 2.78 2.06 0.57 0.30 1.39 1.40 1.47
 
 
These results show that selenium deficiency is extremely rare, especially in mature cows. First lactation heifers have a higher level of 
deficiency, probably because a lower level of mineral enriched concentrate has been fed in the rearing process - as do organic herds, due 
to their lower levels of mineral supplements. The level reported here is related to selenium status 2-4 months ago, so look at the 50-120 
day in milk group. It has one of the lowest incidences of deficiency. I am reliably informed that Vitamin E deficiency is even more rare in 
dairy cows. 

 



 
Now before all the mineral suppliers reach for their pens (or even their shotguns), I am not saying do not feed selenium and vitamin E. All 
I am saying is that the problems we are describing here are less likely to be selenium or Vitamin E related based on this data. For the 
record, this farm has been and will continue to feed selenium and Vitamin E at recommended levels. Even the protected stuff has been 
used. No improvement has been seen so we will explore the energy intake theory. 
 
Enough of theory - what about practice? Firstly, I looked at the ration for the milking group, averaging about 120 days in milk. We need to 
keep these in the correct body condition so at drying off they are not too fat or too thin. I scrutinised the parlour cake and felt the cows 
needed a higher energy product with the same level of protein but with a higher portion of quality protein. We sourced a dairy cake 
through the Jigsaw Buying Group at a saving of £18/tonne. The cows responded with an increase in milk of 2 litres/cow/day. The saving 
on feed costs and extra milk is worth £4000 per month. In three months the extra income will pay my consultancy fee...well I can dream, 
can't I? 
 
Next was a review of the dry cow and pre calver feeding. The common thread was that forage was purchased for these groups but the 
analyses confirmed it was of dubious quality. It was low in energy and protein. Low ERDP reduces intakes, so it is important to ensure 
adequate levels are provided. Far off dries are kept on an open wood chip corral with forages and concentrates fed in a central trough. Pre 
calvers (3 weeks to point of calving) are moved inside and fed mainly grass silage with 2.5kgs concentrates and made to eat up. 
 
There are practical limitations on most farms and this one is no different. We are short of grass silage and have to use more maize. 
Chopped straw is not an option. With the higher quality forages we have allocated to these two groups the rations were planned as follows: 
 
Planned rations for 2006/07 

- Far off dries Pre calvers

Feedstuff Amount in Kgs Amount in Kgs

Grass silage 13 9

Maize silage 13 18

Blend 44 1 1.5

Dry cow mineral 0.150 0.150

Yeast* 0 0.020

   

Dry matter (%) 38 38

DM Intake (kgs) 10.3 11

M/D 10.9 11.3

Crude protein (%) 14 14.5

Live weight 575 575
*Yeast is included for the pre calvers to improve intakes. 

 
 
On the 14th December we blood profiled 9 far off dries to check on what they thought of the ration. Low protein was highlighted with a 
marginal evidence of mobilisation of body fat - probably due to the low protein inhibiting rumen function. Magnesium, phosphate and 
copper results were all good. Weigh band results averaged out at 575kgs, which surprised me. I thought they would be less than this. 
 
We have changed the blend to include more ERDP and increased the level to 1.5kgs. We have also increased the pre calver's blend to 
2.5kgs as the manure was becoming stiff. 
 
The teamwork approach with Anthony, John and myself is invaluable. We all communicate regularly to discuss and review actions. 
 
Our next blood profiles include pre calvers and will take place on February 5th. 
 
Watch this space! 
 
Robert Cope 07966 987691 
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