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On-farm mastitis investigation by Keith Baxter MRCVS 
Imagine each factor to be a leg of a 
milking stool, you can easily see a 
shortcoming in 1 of these 3 would 
cause the situation to be unbalanced. 

Although vets are not parlour       
technicians assessment of the milking machine and the 
maintenance/test reports could detect potential          
deficiencies. These can then be referred back to a 
suitably qualified person for further investigation. 
 

During milking, testing of vacuum levels at the teat end 
and through the plant will help rule out a problem with 
vacuum forces or vacuum reserve. This is not        
ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǊƻǳǘƛƴŜ άǎǘŀǘƛŎέ ǘŜǎǘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ƳŀƛƴǘŜƴŀƴŎŜΦ 
Pulsation, cluster alignment and milk flow are then 
checked. 
 

Watching the milking process shows how the cows, 
milker and machine are working together. Often subtle 
changes in milking routine can occur over time, as is 
natural in people undertaking a repetitive task, that 
could be having a profound influence on mastitis. 

Mastitis vet Keith Baxter takes you through his          
ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ŀ ŦŀǊƳ ǿƛǘƘ Ƴƛƭƪ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΣ ά9ŀŎƘ ŦŀǊƳ 
has its own set of problems so a methodical technique  
helps detect where a particular problem lies. This       
approach to investigation often reduces losses due to      
Ƴŀǎǘƛǘƛǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƻǊ Ƴƛƭƪ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΦέ 
 

From high numbers of clinical cases, bulk tank issues to 
continued individual cell count problems ς how would 
you proceed? Poor milk quality often produces many 
opinions as to what is involved; farm staff, milking        
machine agent, chemical supplier and even milk     
processor. 
 

wŜǾƛŜǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǊƳΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŘŀǘŀΣ ƛŦ ŀƴȅ ƛǎ ƪŜǇǘΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 
individual cell counts and milk records on-line can    
reveal clues to the source of the problem.  Using the 
cell count records to select high SCC cows for sampling 
can help at this stage. 
 

Using a bulk milk sample for bacteriology will help    
target areas for investigation. Should the cows be     
indicated individual samples from clinical and            
sub-clinical (high SCC or recurrent) animals will 
be used to offer further evidence to the theory. 
 

Should mastitis be at the heart of the problem 
then a farm visit will be the next step: backing up  
the lab samples and looking at the core of the 
problem. 
 

An afternoon is required for a full farm review. 
This will involve not only the milking parlour, but 
also   housing and feed areas, collecting yard and 
parlour exit. 
 

Three significant aspects influence milk quality 
and mastitis: 

The environment ς exposure and risk from        
contamination. 

The milking machine ς impact on the teat, 
udder and cow. 

The milker ς  transmission and infection levels. 

 

The environment can impact on the level of udder exposure to mastitis 
bacteria. Udder contamination from slurry can have a major impact on 
E.coli and Strep.uberis mastitis to name two. 
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LATEST STUDIES: 
Can mastitis impact on fertility? 
 

LŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǎǘ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ 
been published from two trials (one in New Zealand 
and the other from Dorset) a potential link between 
mastitis cases and subsequent fertility has been 
proven. 
 

The Dorset trial involved cows that showed the affect 
of mastitis within 100 days of calving from several 
commercial herds. Having reviewed the fertility data of 
cows that had, or did not have, mastitis the research 
concludes that fertility was impacted by mastitis. 
 

The days to first service extended by 14 days and 21 
days to conception meaning cows took longer to get 
ōŀŎƪ ƛƴ ŎŀƭŦΦ hǾŜǊŀƭƭ Ƴŀǎǘƛǘƛǎ ŀŘŘŜŘ рт Řŀȅǎ ǘƻ ŀ ŎƻǿΩǎ 
calving interval. 
 

Mark Bryan (a New Zealand vet) 
was part of a study involving more 
than 700 cases of mastitis from 15 
herds in the first 30 days of          
lactation. The trial reviewed the  
impact of adding Metacam to the 

mastitis treatment regime with control cows given a 
placebo. 
 

Cows given Metacam showed a faster return of milk 
quality compared to the controls whilst the likelihood 
of the affected cow being culled was significantly      
reduced. Although the reason for culling was not      
investigated only 11.8 compared to 28.2% of animals 
were culled that were treated with Metacam. 

Teat scoring after cluster removal is then undertaken ς 
looking at the teat end and any bruising or oedema. 
This is vital in any mastitis investigation, since both 
milking routine and machine shortcomings are usually 
involved. 
 

A comprehensive report is produced detailing: 
Lab and data analysis 
Farm visit results 
Interpretation of problem(s) 
An action list of points for improvement 

 

A meeting for all the whole farm team should then be 
used to discuss the findings and produce a plan for   
improving mastitis and milk quality. 
 

Should you feel that your milk quality could be          
improved please talk this through with your practice 
vet or contact Keith Baxter directly on 07740 519743. 

The Lactocorder (a Swiss device measuring milk flow) in action      
inserted into the long milk pipe. Probably the best measure of the 
milking process available to a vet on a farm visit.  

Using a Lactocorder 
 

The Lactocorder can give valuable insight into milk    
let-down performance. This can affect milking speed 
and milk volume (indicating potential impacts on teat 
health) alongside the efficiency of cluster removal   
after milking. Data collected by the Lactocorder during 
milking is analysed using special software to produce 
graphs of the milking process.      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                          
 

 

 


