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The AHDB Sentinel Herds Project provides an annual overview of udder health 
parameters in a cohort of well recorded herds, with reliable clinical mastitis 
records and regular individual cow somatic cell counts. The distribution of 
herds reflects the national population. A group of 98 herds supplied data for 
2020, summarised in Table 1. 
 
Table 1 Key farm indices and udder health indicators  
 

Variable N Mean Median SE mean Min Max 
Herd size  98 361 275 31.9 64 1789 
Mean annual rolling 
305 day yield (l) 

96  8945 8919 204 4618 13181 

Calculated bulk milk 
SCC (,000/ml) 

94 161 153 5.5 56 305 

Clinical mastitis (CM) 
rate (cows affected 
/100 cows/ year) 

98 29.7 25.5 1.78 4 90 

Dry period origin CM 
rate (cows in 12) 

98 0.64 0.56 0.05 0 3.2 

Lactation origin CM 
rate (cows in 12) 

98 1.91 1.73 1.10 0.31 5.44 

Lactation new 
infection rate (%) 

96 6.57 6.1 0.275 2.3 14 

Dry period new 
infection rate (%) 

96 15.5 14.0 0.70 2.7 38 

Dry period cure rate(%) 95 77.4 79.5 1.31 31.3 100 
Fresh calver infection 
rate (%) 

96 16.8 15.1 0.78 4 42.1 

% chronically infected 96 8.73 8.25 0.419 0.9 19.7 
% > 200,000 cells/ml 96 15.6 14.6 0.591 4.3 31.5 

 
Herds were classified on calving pattern and housing policy for milkers and 
calving cows, from information collected by telephone. In 62 herds, the main 
group of milkers grazed for at least 4 months and in 31 herds all milkers 
were continuously housed. Grazing herds were further divided by whether 
the majority of cows calved indoors or outdoors (Table 2). The relationship 
between management system and udder health parameters was 
investigated. 
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Table 2. Definition of management systems used for analysis 
 
Milkers Graze * 

 
Graze* Graze* Graze* Continuously 

housed 
Calving Year 

round 
Outside 

Year 
round 
Inside 

Block 
 

Inside 

Block 
 

Outside 

Year round 
 

Inside 
Code 
and n 

GAO 
13 

GAI 
15 

GBI 
12 

GBO 
22 

HAI 
31 

* the majority of milkers grazed for at least 4 months of the year 
 
Following initial univariable analysis, the effects of yield, calving pattern and 
housing of milking cows and calving cows on various udder health 
parameters were explored with multivariable linear models. When yield was 
taken into account, incidence of clinical mastitis was significantly higher 
when milkers grazed and calved all year round outside, compared with other 
systems. This was largely driven by higher rates of mastitis of dry period 
origin - possibly linked to outdoor calving (Table 3). Management system 
had very little effect on SCC parameters once yield was taken into account.  
 
Table 3. Models of clinical mastitis rates 
 

Clinical Mastitis 
Cases per 100 cows per year  

Dry Period Origin 
Cows in 12 

Lactation Origin  
Cows in 12 

 Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE 
Intercept 49.9 10.9 1.51 0.289  2.86 0.68 
Yield 
(,000l/cow/
year) 

-0.58  1.17  -0.05 0.03 -0.04 0.07 

GAO Reference     
GAI -14.3  * 6.21 -0.43  * 0.16 -0.36 0.38 
GBI -24.8  *** 6.01 -0.60  *** 0.16 -1.20  ** 0.37 
GBO -19.3  * 6.64 -0.36  * 0.18 -1.05  * 0.41 
HAI -14.5  ** 6.10 -0.52  ** 0.61 -0.38 0.38 
* P< 0.05, ** P<0.01, ***P<0.0001 

 
The Sentinel Herd data demonstrated differences in clinical mastitis rates 
between systems, but these associations do not necessarily mean causal 
relationships. 
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