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Making a difference on-farm

“Going through the plan 
with our vet has been 
money well spent, as 
the changes we agreed 
have seen mastitis cases 
reduce by 23%.”
Chris Wilson, Dillington Estate.
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Dillington case study

“When there’s so much pressure 
on milk price and saving money, it 
seems counter-intuitive to use more 
straw, more labour and pay the 
vet to come to the farm but going 
through the Mastitis Control Plan 
has been money well spent”, says 
farm manager Chris Wilson. 

“While our cell counts were good, 
we were seeing too many clinical 
cases of mastitis in early lactation,” 
says Chris, who manages the 
Dillington Estate in Somerset. 

The farm takes a proactive approach to 
involving their vet Ed Powell-Jackson in 
herd health for the 200-cow, autumn-
calving herd, which averages 8500 
litres. Ed, from Synergy Farm Health, 
Evershot, Dorset, suggested using the 
DairyCo plan just over a year ago, with 

Chris and herdsman Dan Summerscales 
working through it together with him.

The plan came up with many feasible 
suggestions to consider for preventing 
mastitis and Ed narrowed these down 
further to a small number, which they 
all agreed needed to be done. Dan 
has ensured these have become part 
of the routine, with the result being 
a 23% drop in clinical cases seen 
in the fresh calvers last winter. 

“It allowed us to look at the data 
and identify where mastitis was 
coming from,” says Ed. “We all 
had ideas but going through the 
questionnaire gave us a focus.

“Cases were mainly in fresh calvers, 
many of them first lactation heifers, 
with some cases of toxic mastitis. 
It then became apparent from the 
data that almost all cases originated 

in the dry period,” says Ed. 

“The weak link was the shed used 
for the pre-calving group, which 
cows and heifers come into 2-3 
weeks before calving,” says 
Chris. “We mucked it out when 
we remembered or on a wet 

day, so it was easily forgotten. 
We now do it according to the 

diary, once a week as a routine. 

“We don’t put in more straw on a 
daily basis but extra goes in from the 
start once it is cleaned out; the cost of 
extra straw is justified by a reduction 
of a couple of cases of mastitis.”

For this winter, the floor of the shed 
has been concreted so it will be less 
prone to wet lying areas and making 
it easier to muck out, he adds. 

Ed also advised changing the antibiotic 
dry cow tubes that were being used, to 
one with more specific action against E. 
coli bacteria. “We identified E. coli as 
the main cause of mastitis in adult cows 
and the tube being used wasn’t so 
effective against that.

“In heifers, warts were a factor in 
making them more prone to mastitis. 
Young heifers were becoming infected 
with these at pasture in their first summer 
at grass, leaving them with damaged 
teats. Now the farm is rearing them 
on another unit, they have started 
vaccination and are using fly control 
products more frequently. It will be 
another year before these heifers calve, 
when we hope to see a positive effect.”

Chris is keen to break the wart cycle. 
“This is looking promising as the young 
heifers are clear of warts so far. The 
vaccine is expensive but so is mastitis.”

The DairyCo Mastitis Control Plan is 
a structured approach to tackling cell 
count and mastitis issues on-farm. 
The average cost of a case of mastitis 

has many variables and each farm 
will have its own set of problems 
and issues to take account of.

Economic losses from mastitis range 
from lost milk quality bonuses to 
quality penalties for high cell count 
milk from milk buyers to the costs 
associated from treating mastitis and 
having to throw away unsaleable milk. 

The cost of treating a case of mastitis 
averages £250-£300, varying from 
around £60 to treat a mild case of 
mastitis to the cost of the loss of a cow 
following a severe case of mastitis.

Therefore, when looking at the 
impact of high cell count and mastitis 
on-farm, it is important to take all 
of these factors into account.
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Quance case study

Just three changes to management 
practices on a Devon farm have seen 
the rate of clinical mastitis cases reduce 
by more than 30 cases/100 cows in 
the last year and it’s still falling.

“Mastitis is a costly problem that’s also 
inconvenient”, says Chris Quance, who 
milks 120 9000-litre cows near Holsworthy. 
“Being able to identify a few things that 
could make such a big difference has been 
well worth the time it took to go through the 
DairyCo Mastitis Control Plan with our vet.” 

Andy Stokes of the XLvets member 
practice, Penbode Veterinary Group, 
Bradworthy, explains that the key to 
making such a massive difference 
was focusing on the right area. 

“The plan made us step back and look 
at mastitis objectively,” says Andy. 
“The comprehensive questionnaire 
means nothing is overlooked and 
completing it prompts a useful 
discussion of the pros and cons of 
various elements of mastitis control.” 

But the real focus came when Andy 
reviewed the farm’s mastitis records, which 
he had collected when he completed the 
questionnaire. “This showed that most of 
the cases occurred in the first 30 days of 
lactation, which I hadn’t been aware of.”

Chris wasn’t as surprised, as he 
realised most cases were in 

early lactation. “We’d always 
thought of mastitis as 

something that you saw in 
a cow within days of her 
picking up an infection. 
Now we are aware 
that cases in the first 
30 days of lactation 
result from infections 
in the dry period and 

I have been able to 
discuss that with Andy.”  

“Without reviewing the 
records, it would have been easy 

to give the wrong advice,” says Andy. 
“I could have easily advised something like 
bedding the milking cow cubicles more 
often, thinking that was an issue but that 
wouldn’t have made any real difference 
to the number of cases on this farm.”

The plan produces an action list, from 
which Andy was able to prioritise those 
changes most suited to this farm, most 
likely to be put into practice and those 
which would make the biggest difference.

The main changes agreed with 
Chris were managing the dry cow 
cubicles better, using teat sealant and 
changes to the culling priorities. 

Dry cow cubicles are now viewed as 
needing to be as clean and dry as 
those for milking cows, ensuring there is 
sufficient sawdust in them and using a 
lime-based conditioner, explains Andy.

He also suggested they started to use a 
teat sealant at drying off.  Chris admits 
he hadn’t been keen to use them before. 
“But once we realised most mastitis came 
from the dry period, it made us aware it 
was worth the expense and extra task.” 

The final main change Andy recommended 
was to make cows with recurring mastitis 
a high priority for culling because they 
were unresponsive to treatment and a 
source of infection for the rest of the herd.  

There were a few other minor 
changes, such as adjusting the 
automatic cluster removal, which 
Chris was also prompted to do.

“We’ve done things we knew we should be 
doing but had resisted until we realised the 
difference they could make. Now these new 
practices are part of the routine, they don’t 
seem to take much effort at all,” says Chris.

Another part of the routine is that Chris is 
looking at his mastitis records regularly, 
so if there are more than four cases in a 
month, he and Andy can respond quickly 
to keep the problem under control.

“Being able to identify just three 
changes to management that 
could make such a big difference 
to mastitis incidence has been 
well worth the time it took to 
go through the DairyCo Mastitis 
Control Plan with our vet.

We’ve done things we knew 
we should be doing, but had 
resisted until we realised the 
difference they could make. 
Now these new practices are 
part of the routine, they don’t 
seem to take much effort at 
all and incidence has reduced 
by 30 cases/100 cows.”

Chris Quance, Holsworthy, 
Devon, working with Penbode 
Veterinary Group
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1. Engage with Plan
Deliverer to work
through Mastitis

Control Plan.

2. Implement actions.

4. Review on a
regular basis.

Ensure seasonal
differences in

disease patterns
are recognised.

3. Monitor using
records and

observations.

1. Engage with Plan to 
identify cause/time period

Interpreting the patterns of mastitis 
and cell count problems, together with 
bacteriology results, helps to ensure 
the correct ‘diagnosis’ is made:

•	Contagious
•	Environmental
•	Dry period
•	Lactation

2. Implement

A trained Plan Deliverer – vet or 
consultant, combines farm-specific 
information and data sources with on-
farm observations to make an assessment 
of the farm’s risk factors and periods.

The Plan Deliverer then works with the 
farm team to look at implementation 

options and feasibility of any changes 
needed. A team approach to tackling 
issues is the key to success.

Information used

•	Milk recording data
•	Clinical mastitis data
•	On-farm visit including physical 

and management checklists
•	Parlour routine ‘check’

3. Action Plan

All the information is then brought 
together into an action plan for the farm 
which identifies key areas for changes.

4. Monitor and review

As with all herd health plans, the key to 
success is implementing the actions agreed, 
then monitoring and reviewing progress.

Previous research has shown that, 
where farms have implemented the 
correct actions relative to the ‘cause 
diagnosis’, a 20% reduction in 
mastitis cases has been achieved.

To find your local plan user, in the 
first instance, please speak to your 
vet or, alternatively, visit the Plan 
user map on the DairyCo website 
www.dairyco.org.uk/mastitis

DairyCo also runs meetings throughout 
the country covering health and 
welfare topics, along with offering 
a range of resources for producers. 
For further information, please speak 
to your local extension officer.

The DairyCo Mastitis Control Plan is a structured approach to 
tackling cell count and mastitis issues on farm




