Time to Recharge
the Batteries
with a 60 Day Dry Cow Period

Dry Cow Mastitis Control
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Optimum milk production and quality
starts with a good dry period
Irish dairy farmers may be tempted to shorten the dry cow period
in search of increased farm gate profitability.
In truth, this practice will increase yield in
the present year but may well be for a short
term gain. A short dry cow period can lead to
reduced milk yield1, reduced milk solids 2*, and
increased somatic cell count (SCC) 1. One of
the highest-risk periods for herd infection is
at the end of the season. This is why the end
of lactation is a crucial time for a dairy farmer
to set the farm and herd of cows up for the
following season.
The mammary gland of the dairy cow needs the
dry period to optimise milk production and not
just to maintain cow condition. The udder needs
time to rest and recharge. We can ‘reset the
clock’ with the treatment or culling of infected
cows.

Mastitis
costs money
Mastitis can impact on a dairy
farming business in many ways.
The direct costs are well recognised
and consist of:
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For some farms the timing of the dry period is a
lifestyle choice allowing for a well-earned break
from the milking routine. The milking equipment
can be serviced and any necessary repairs
carried out during this time. It can be a time to
partly address cow body condition variations.
The dry period is a useful and effective time
in which to treat existing udder infections.
Long-acting antibiotics used at dry off are
not being milked out - hence they can persist
throughout the dry period, depending on the
chosen product. Dry cow antibiotic treatments
can treat existing udder infections, prevent new
infections occurring during this time and one
product is also licensed to reduce somatic cell
counts.

What is the ideal
dry period length?
Research 3 shows that cows with a dry
period of around 60 days produce 9%
more milk in the first 20 weeks of
lactation than those where the dry
period is shortened to just
32 days.

Cost of labour
Discarded milk
Culling
Loss of heifer/cow (death)
Lowered milk quality payments
Decreased milk production
Cost of treatment

A dry period of

60 days

• P
 romotes higher milk production by providing ample time for
the restoration of the udder’s milk producing cells.
• H
 as been shown to increase milk yield in subsequent
lactations of cows vs. cows with 32 day dry periods.
• A
 llows more time for cows to regain condition (to recharge
the cow as well as the udder).
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What happens during the dry period?
The dry period can be broken down into three parts.

1

2
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Active involution
- drying off

Steady state - when the udder
is dry and no changes are
taking place

Period of lactogenesis and
colostrogenesis (formation of
milk and colostrum)

From the final milking until about 30 days into
the dry period, many changes occur in the
udder. The mammary gland continues to make
milk for two to three days post drying off. After
that, milk producing cells break down and the
secretion of milk fat and proteins decreases
markedly.

The incidence of mastitis in the middle of the
dry period tends to be low. This is due to the
high levels of antibacteriaI factors (self cure
is often seen in the dry udder) and a reduced
rate of access of bacteria into the teat due to
the ‘plug’ of keratin formed in the teat canal.
However, we can see significant outbreaks of
mastitis in the dry period - especially caused
by Streptococcus uberis which is Iess affected
by the antibacterial factors.
Bacteria picked up in the dry period can also
be carried through and cause clinical mastitis
after calving.

Structure of the mammary gland

While the cow is ‘bagging up’ there is a great
deal of change with the regeneration of milk
producing cells and formation of colostrum.
The concentration of the major components of
milk (fat, casein and lactose) increases from
two weeks prior to calving. The volume of fluid
in the gland increases, slowly in the last two
weeks of the dry period then dramatically one
to three days before calving.

Udder oedema

Cross section of the teat end

To produce one litre of milk, 500 litres of
blood will pass through the udder. When a
cow bags up there is a massive increase in
blood flow and pressure. This can lead to
swelling of the lower part of the udder due
to excessive fluid accumulation between the
cells. Udder oedema significantly increases
the risk of mastitis.
4
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49%
LOWER

Cows treated with a dry cow tube
containing cephalonium compared
with untreated controls

Cell counts
in infected
cows

Make the most of your DCT through
clean and careful administration
Planning
The planning and procedure used to dry
off cows is so important in reducing the
prevalence of udder infections during the
dry period. During the first two weeks after
drying off it is important to keep infection
pressure low i.e. limit the number of
bacteria in contact with the teats.

30%
LOWER
Cell counts in
non-infected
cows

• Make the informed decision between
blanket or selective DCT well in advance
of the time of drying off.
• Dry cows off abruptly and remove from
the milking herd immediately.

The goal of Dry Cow Treatment
The dry period is the most crucial time in your
mastitis management programme. You have an
opportunity to ‘recharge’ the entire herd.

• I n a New Zealand trial 4, Cephalonium DCT was
shown to hasten the closure of the teat canal this adds further protection alongside the
long-acting antibiotic effect.

Cure existing infections

•S
 tudies4 have shown significant decreases
in SCCs in quarters treated with Cephalonium
compared with untreated controls (a reduction
of 30% in cows uninfected at dry off and 49% in
infected cows).

Reducing the number of cows carrying infections
through the dry period not only prevents these
developing into clinical infections but limits the
source of contagious bacteria to other cows in
the herd.

Prevent new infections at dry off
and throughout the dry period
Dry period mastitis is difficult to treat, is costly
and time consuming and can have long term
effects on the cows’ production. Prevention is
vital.
6

• Dry off cows in batches which allow for
easier management.
• Dry off cows with high SCC or poor body
condition earlier.
• Higher yielding cows (i.e. those producing
>12L/day at the drying off date) may
benefit from reduced concentrate feeding
in the final week before drying off and
also if practical removal from the main
herd to reduce milk production stimuli.
• Controlled studies 6 have shown that 35%
of all new intramammary infections occur
during the dry period, particularly during
the critical high-risk periods: 2 to 3 weeks
after drying off and two weeks before
calving.
• Ensure cows are in clean areas during
and after drying off, this helps to reduce
the number of environmental mastitis
bacteria. Maintain a clean environment
during the dry cow period to avoid picking
up new infections.

Preparation
Items Required:
• Disposable
gloves
• Teat wipes or cotton balls and
spirit / alcohol
• lntramammary tubes and teat
sealants
• Animal Remedies Record book and
Herd Health Record book.

S
 ee comprehensive
best practice outlined
overleaf...
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Selective Dry Cow Therapy
Selective DCT, as an alternative to blanket DCT, is an option for reducing the amount of
antibiotic intramammaries that are used in dairy herds. Veterinary consultation should
be sought before deciding that selective DCT is a suitable option for any individual
herd. Selective DCT therapy may be a viable option for herds with the following:
• Consistently low bulk SCC readings (below <200,000 cells/ml).
• At least FOUR individual milk recordings.
• Attention given to the data generated by individual milk recordings.
• Precise recording of all clinical mastitis cases.
• Knowledge of the bacterial agents commonly associated with mastitis on the farm.
• Clinical mastitis in the herd <2% during the three months prior to dry off.

Technique
• Identify cows for drying off and separate
them from the herd after milking.
• Ensure they are fully milked out and dip all
teats in an effective teat dip immediately
following cup removal. Allow the teat dip to
dry, then dab excess dip from teat ends with
a clean single use paper towel.
• Aim to avoid carrying out any other
procedures at the same time.
• Ensure hands are clean and dry and wear
disposable gloves.
• Teats must be clean and dry before the dry
cow tube is inserted (use surgical spirit or
commercial wipes).
• Only partly insert the tube end into the teat
canal to avoid damaging the teat canal and
this also allows some antibiotic to remain in
the teat canal.
• Treat all 4 quarters.
• Administer the teat sealer after the DCT
by gently closing off the top of the teat and
inserting the nozzle of the tube into the teat
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• The infection rate in the herd consistently <5%.
• Excellent hygiene standards at drying off.
canal, do not massage the teat/udder post
administration.
• Teat dip or spray is essential after the dry cow
tube is inserted to remove any bacteria which
may be a source of new infection.
• Mark the cow with an obvious paint mark.
• Cows may wish to lie down so ensure clean,
dry bedding area/cubicles are available.
Encourage them to stand by offering them
fresh feed.
• Records are essential. Record animal identity,
drying off date and dry cow products used.
• Check freshly dried off cows carefully for
mastitis in the 5 days after drying off. If
possible continue to teat dip these cows daily
for 5 days.
• Teat dip and check for mastitis daily in the
week before calving.
• Maintain complete and accurate records of all
clinical mastitis cases, cows treated, culture
& sensitivity results from the laboratory and
the type of antibiotic treatments used.

• Optimal dry cow housing.

SELECTIVE
TREATMENT

BLANKET
TREATMENT
Treating
ALL quarters of
ALL cows
with DCT

OR

CALIFORNIA MASTITIS TEST
(CMT)

Cows with SCC >100,000
antibiotic + teat sealer
Cows with SCC <100,000
teat sealer only

•M
 ilk recording identifies the problem cow
• C MT to identify which ¼ is affected
• C MT all cows getting sealer only at drying off
• S DCT selection criteria

SDCT PROS

• Responsible antimicrobial use
• Reduced cost
• Less stress over withdrawals post-calving
• SDCT: Requires appropriate on farm mastitis control

SDCT CONS

&

HERD SELECTION

COW SELECTION
• SCC consistently <100,000 cells/ml
• No history of clinical mastitis in this lactation
• Checked with California Mastitis Test (CMT) prior
to drying off

Risk of mastitis breakdown if:
• C ows are not properly selected
• T eat sealer is not administered hygienically

OR

• B ulk tank SCC consistently <200,000 cells/ml
•M
 ilk recording: minimum 4 throughout the lactation
• R ecords of clinical cases and outcomes
• < 2% clinical case rate in last 3 months of lactation
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Take Home Messages
DCT offers the
opportunity to
cure existing
infections in
the udder and
reduce the
onset of new
infections.
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One commonly
used dry cow
antibiotic
containing
cefalonium has
a licence to
reduce the SCC
in the subsequent
lactation.

 dhere
A
strictly to the
manufacturers
guidelines for
withdrawal
times for the
product used.

A 60 day dry
period aids in
the maximisation
of milk yield
in subsequent
lactations
particularly in
first lactation
heifers.

The dry period
offers a break
both mentally
and physically
for farmers and
workers from
the milking
routine.
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It’s all about reaching your

full dairy potential
* Statistically significant difference in parity 2 cows where dry period was less than 21 days.
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Use medicines responsibly

Further information is available from your veterinary practitioner or
MSD Animal Health, Red Oak North, South County Business Park,
Leopardstown, Dublin 18, Ireland
Tel: + 353 (1) 2970220. Email: vet-support.ie@msd.com
12 Web: www.msd-animal-health.ie

