
APRIL 2025 1

RUMINATIONS  A P R I L 

2025

Coming into Autumn again we must remain vigilant of nitrate poisoning. It is primarily due to the accumulation 

of nitrates in plants but also accidental ingestion of fertilizers. In the rumen, nitrates are converted to 

nitrites, which enter the bloodstream and bind to red blood cells, forming methaemoglobin instead of 

haemoglobin. This reduces the blood’s oxygen-carrying capacity, with cattle being especially susceptible.

Nitrate Poisoning in Cattle

CLINICAL SIGNS  
AND ONSET

Symptoms can appear within an hour 
of exposure to toxic feed, including:

• Excessive salivation  
and frothing

• Diarrhoea

• Abdominal pain (especially 
with fertilizer ingestion)

• Laboured breathing

• Unsteady or  
staggered walking

• Muscle tremors and 
body spasms

• Blue or grey discoloration  
of the gums and mucous 
membranes

• Collapse, coma,  
and sudden death

Cases o�en involve multiple animals. Early 

intervention is crucial: the treatment of choice 

is intravenous methylene blue dissolved in 

saline, which converts methaemoglobin 

back to haemoglobin. Administering this 

promptly can save lives. While waiting for 

veterinary assistance, unaffected animals 

should be immediately removed from the 

suspected feed source and monitored closely.

Diagnosis can be confirmed through 

testing of blood or eye fluid from deceased 

animals for nitrate levels. Blood affected 

by nitrate poisoning typically appears a 

characteristic chocolate brown colour.

NITRATE ACCUMULATION 
IN PLANTS
Plants utilize nitrates for growth as a 

protein source, but this process requires 

energy from photosynthesis. Nitrate 

accumulation can spike under conditions 

where photosynthesis is limited, such as:

• Prolonged overcast or foggy weather

• Low temperatures or frosts

• Rapid growth following 

drought-breaking rain

HIGH-RISK FEEDS
Certain forages are more likely to 
accumulate toxic nitrate levels, including:

• Annual ryegrasses

• New pasture growth

• Oats

• Brassicas (kale) 

PREVENTION AND 
MANAGEMENT

To mitigate risk:

• Test suspect feeds: Feed samples can 
be tested at our clinic at Ashburton or 

Rakaia. Results are available quickly, 

and it is recommended to do ongoing 

testing if nitrates are found to be high. 

Please provide plenty of stem and leaf 

when submitting samples for testing.

• Feeding strategies: During high-risk 

periods, offer nitrate-prone crops in 

the a�ernoon when photosynthesis 

has reduced nitrate levels. Providing 

fibre-rich feeds, such as hay or silage, 

beforehand can slow rumen digestion 

and reduce nitrate absorption.

• Gradual feed introduction: Introduce 

animals to suspect pastures 

slowly, starting with short grazing 

periods and gradually increasing 

exposure over several days.

• Monitor herd closely: Regularly observe 

cattle for early clinical signs, especially 

when transitioning to new forages 

or following weather changes.

By staying vigilant, testing feeds, 

and implementing smart grazing 

practices, we can significantly reduce 

the risk of nitrate poisoning.

Written by:

Will McLean BVSc
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Fodder Beet Transitioning
Written by:

James Postlethwaite 
BVSc MRCVS

The transitioning of cows onto fodder beet 
requires careful management to prevent 
acidosis.

1.  Measure your yield accurately

• This is particularly important for the 
area that you will be transitioning on. 
Get an expert to help and make sure 
DM % is measured at a lab.

• Rows are generally planted 50cm 
apart so there are usually two rows per 
metre square. 

2.  Allow at least 1 linear metre/cow along 
the face of the crop

• 1m spacing ensures all cows can reach 
the face.

3. Ensure there is a 6m (minimum) to 10m 
headland that can be used for transi-
tioning

• The headland provides space for cows 
to access the crop face and turn (im-
portant for less dominant cows). Use 
a beet bucket to harvest bulbs and 
create a headland. The headland can 
also act as an area where supplements 
can be fed.

4.  Start at 1kgDM/day and stay there for 
3 days until you are sure all cows are 
eating the beet and then increase by 
1kg every second day

• It takes over 14 days to reach intakes 
of 8-9kg. Cows which have never 
eaten beet before may take 21 days to 
achieve this.

• If transitioning cows in milk onto beet 
never exit cows from the shed onto 
crop, they should always be moved as 
a whole mob.

5.  Setting your allocation

• Keep it simple – if you know your ton-
nage/ha, this will covert to kg/linear 

metre divided by two. Graze rows 
lengthwise and calculate the total 
linear metres required for allocation.

6.  Feed a good quality supplement.

• It is important to feed a quality supple-
ment, as beet is low in protein, calci-
um and phosphorous. It is important 
to feed quality silage not just straw.

7.  If you find beet remaining a�er the 
allocated daily grazing time during the 
first 7 days, pull back – you are over 
allocating!

• You typically see the biggest issues 
with acidosis and deaths at day 7-10 

of transition. Cows which have been 
shy eaters or unable to access the 
crop face may suddenly take a liking 
to the crop at the same time as break 
allocations increase. Their intakes may 
suddenly rise exceeding the rumens 
capacity to deal with acid production.

8.  If you get acidosis don’t stop feeding 
beet

• If acidosis occurs in the mob the beet 
allocation should be reduced to 75%, 
then increased at 1kg every 2nd day

• Any clinically affected or burnt cows 
will likely need to be removed from 
the crop and wintered on kale/grass

We bring expert advice to you.

Our entire team are available to help guide and answer any 

questions you might have. Feel free to call in and see us at 418 

West Street, Ashburton or our Rakaia o�ce next time you’re 

driving past. We would love to see you!

ASHBURTON
418 West Street, Ashburton

03 308 0493

 RAKAIA
 66 ELizabeth Ave, Rakaia 

03 302 7818

admin@dairyvets.co.nz
www.dairyvets.co.nz
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Autumn brings a focus on copper as we 
prepare for the demands of winter and 
early spring. 

Copper deficiency in cattle can have the 
following effects:

• Poor growth rates and ill-thri� 

• Poor production

• Poor coat condition/faded colour

• Immunosuppression (predisposing 
animals to other diseases)

• Diarrhoea

• Anaemia

• Various lameness disorders involving 
bones, ligaments and tendons.  Copper 
deficiency may play a role in broken 
shoulders (spontaneous humeral 
fractures) in first and second calvers.  
Although copper supplementation 
is not the silver bullet for prevention, 
research does suggest that a period of 
underfeeding and/or copper deficiency 
during the heifer’s life means the bone 
growth at that time will be weak putting 
her at risk of fracture later on.

Routine copper supplementation is usually 
necessary in both growing and lactating 
dairy cattle in New Zealand due to either 
low soil copper levels and/or high levels of 
antagonists (chiefly Mo, S, Fe and Zn) that 
prevent copper uptake and utilisation.  

On the other side, copper toxicity can 
occasionally occur if levels become too high. 
Palm Kernel Extract (PKE) typically has very 
high levels of copper.  Cattle being fed PKE 
and/or supplemented with too much copper 
can accumulate toxic levels.  Cattle appear to 
o�en be able to tolerate high levels of copper 
until they are under significant stress, when 
deaths can occur.

Regular testing is important to maintain levels 
in the optimum range for production and 
health.

HERD:

Testing is recommended in March/April (liver) 
and pre-mating (blood or liver).

Copper is stored in the liver hence liver 
testing is the best option to check what 
reserves are available for the future.  This is 
particularly important in the Autumn as levels 
drop over winter to their lowest point just 
when demand rises due to late pregnancy 
and early lactation.  Do the cows have 
su�cient reserves to get through this period?  
Your vet can take liver biopsy samples or 
you can request samples to be taken from 
cull cows going to the works.  Liver biopsies 
offer some advantages over cull cow samples 
including being able to better select cows 
that represent the herd and ensuring accurate 
identification of animals sampled.

Trace Element Focus:  
Copper

Written by:

Anita Renes BVSc (Dist)

HEIFERS:

Testing is recommended pre-mating and at 
any stage when heifers are failing to thrive.  

Calves are typically born with good copper 
levels as they are quite good at stealing it 
from the cow during pregnancy.  Prior to full 
rumen development they also absorb copper 

much better however whole milk is very low 
in copper and demand is high due to rapid 
growth. Regular supplementation is essential 
throughout the heifers life from weaning.  

Talk to your vet to book in testing and to 
ensure that your supplementation plan is right 
for your herd.
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Turning Off the Tap
Written by:

Phil Stoakes 
BVSc MRCVS

Dry off is an important time of year for 
dairy farmers, it’s all about setting up for 
the following season. Ensuring dry off is 
effective requires plenty of planning for 
the day itself but also leading up to it.

Nutrition is a big deal now just as it is at all oth-
er stages of lactation. The aim before drying 
off is to wind our cows down to reduce milk 
production and ideally be below 14 liters per 
day at drying off or roughly 1kg MS.

Protein is the key driver of production, so 
it makes sense that this is also the key to 
reducing it too. We want to limit protein, but 
we don’t want to eliminate it from the diet 
completely.

The key to drying off cows is maintaining 
energy for condition gain and fibre for rumen 
health while turning down protein.

Generally, the first step occurs about 1week 
before drying off date. This is where we 
remove any energy and protein dense feeds 
such as grain, PKE, DDG etc. We also want to 

begin limiting pasture intake to reduce pro-
tein, so we could be thinking of diluting good 
pasture with low protein silage e.g. maize. 
This should all reduce the overall dry matter 
intake too.

Then around 3 days prior to drying off we 
want to remove quality pasture completely 
and substitute for poor silage or ad lib hay/
straw. This keeps the rumen full but limits 
energy intake to begin the shutting down of 
the udder tissues. Ideally this diet should carry 

on for a couple of days post dry off before 
transitioning onto winter rations.

Ensure good quality water is always available.

Remember, when it comes to nutrition, we 
must be farm specific, so this is just an exam-
ple and rough guide to what to consider. 

Please talk to your vet at your milk quality 
review to go into further detail if you want 
help in this area.

Dairy Vets Repro Review 24/25 Season

MT rates are not all in yet but results to date 
are 13.2% MT for an average mating length of 
78 days with an MT rate of 13.1% and average 
mating length of 81 days.

The submission rate was exactly the same at 
84% for both seasons so the number of cows 
submitted was exactly the same on farm for 
the 1st 3 weeks.

Intervention use was similar to last year – we 
approx. did the same # of CIDR programs 
for early CIDR programs and later CIDR 
programs this year v last year

The one thing that stands out is that there has 
been more milk being produced this year 
while some farms have slipped slightly back 
on conception rates and pregnancy results at 
3 weeks and 6 weeks.

Head to our website to view the presentation 
from our repro meeting held in March.

We are nearly finished scanning rechecks 
and this seasons repro results look like 
they are similar to last year (our best year 
to date for clients repro results). This year 
the average pregnancy rates at 3 weeks 
was 48% and for 6 weeks was 69% which 
compares well to last years results of 47% 
pregnant at 3 weeks and 70% pregnant at 
6 weeks.

Written by:

Nathan Back 
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Sherree’s Heifer  
Teat-Sealing Tips!

Written by:

Sherree Bowles 

Here are some handy tips to ensure your 
heifer teat-sealing runs smoothly this year!

• Communication is key, numbers of 
animals to be done, correct address of 
yards – it might not be the same team 
that did the job last year.  

• Ideally, we need at least 3 members 
from your team to help with e�cient 
loading. Please remind your people 
to handle heifers quietly to keep them 
calm and if possible avoid bringing 
them in with dogs.

• If possible, feed the heifers straw the 
day before teat sealing.

• A�er sealing, walk heifers quietly back 
to a dry paddock and monitor daily for 
a few days.

• Any other animal health work to be 
done on the day should be done in 
the race, to avoid flow issues.

• Any empty heifers or carry-overs not 
to be sealed should be dra�ed so they 
don’t go on the trailer.

• Ensure yards and loading ramps are in 
good working order, sliding gates are 
not blocked up with stones etc

• Ensure Lepto vaccination is up to date and that heifers have had their booster before 
sealing.

• Please do not trim heifers’ tails before teat sealing.

• We need to have access to water for the clean up a�erwards if the location is a distant 
from the dairy shed

Transporting Cows
Written by:

Anita Renes BVSc (Dist)

Cows that go down during 

transport or at the saleyards/

slaughter yards are a 

significant animal welfare 

issue.  Usually cows go down due to milk 

fever (low blood calcium) triggered by 

the stress of feed withdrawal, transport 

and yarding.  Preparation is key to 

prevention:

• Cows should not be transported if they 

are likely to give birth during the journey 

or within 24 hours of arrival.  If within 

4 weeks of their due date, transport 

should be less than 2 hours.

• STAND OFF: Stand cows off green feed 

for at least 4 hours but no more than 12 

hours (6 hours for lactating cows) prior 

to transport.  Preferably on a grazed out 

paddock or stand-off pad – concrete can 

be hard on feet.

• FEED: Continue feeding silage, hay or 

straw during stand-off (especially for 

lactating cows).  Do not withhold feed.  

Water should also be available up until 

loading.

• MAGNESIUM: Supplement cows with 
60g of MgO/cow during stand-off and 
ideally for 3-4 days before and a�er 
transport via drench or on feed. 

• CALCIUM: Lactating cows (in milk 
or recently dried off) should be 
supplemented with additional calcium 
(100g/cow of lime flour) during stand-
off, as well as magnesium. This can be 
given as an oral drench, bolus or slurry 
poured over feed.

• Cows are best transported within 24 
hours of drying off or waiting until a�er 
14 days.  This avoids moving cows when 
the udder is most swollen and at risk of 
leakage.

• Ensure all cows are in good health and at 
least body condition score 3.  Call your 
vet for advice if you are unsure.

• The Fit For Transport app (from the 
Ministry for Primary Industries) is a very 
useful source of information that you can 
download from your app store.  

The longer they travel, the more likely  

it is their muscles will run out of calcium

They can’t top up their calcium because 

they aren’t eating
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For more information, ask your vet and 

visit lepto.co.nz

Why do we need a booster of 
Lepto 4-WayTM in our herd and heifers?

• The initial, or sensitising dose: produces a low antibody response
and prepares the body to respond more rapidly at the next exposure.

• The second, or booster dose: stimulates the body’s “memory” to
provide long lasting immunity. If the second dose is not given, the
primary response will cease to provide protection prior to the annual
booster dose.

• Once the initial course (2 vaccines) is given, these high levels
of protection are maintained by an annual booster.
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IMMUNE RESPONSE

The response is faster

The response is bigger

Lepto 4-Way™ is expected to provide immunity against Pacifica - a newly emerging 
lepto strain that has never previously been available in cattle vaccines. Although 
herds have previously been protected for the other strains in the vaccine, the 

component which provides immunity against Pacifica hasn't been encountered before. 

Because Lepto 4-Way™ does not contain live bacteria, the body requires a second/ 

booster dose to ensure higher levels of antibodies for longer. 

Immune Response After Vaccination

WITHOUT BOOSTER WITH BOOSTER

NOW  
AVAILABLE  

100 dose &  

250 dose packs

Why ShutOut?

Flexible 
Administration

Dual tip nozzle – allows partial 

insertion reducing the risk of  

teat damage and infections at  

dry off3,4

Easy 
Application

Highly syringable, minimal air 

pocket with short plunger distance 

Backed 
by Science

Shown to perform as well as 

Teatseal® in New Zealand and 

overseas studies1,2 

Known formulation. 
Easy Application.

Manufactured in MSD Animal Health’s 

own facilities ensuring consistent 

quality and reliable production.

Available in 144 syringe tubs

SCAN HERE 
to watch our 

training video
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Selective dry cow therapy 
and why it is important 

Written by:

Angharad Wellwood 
BVSc MRCVS

Mastitis and dry off treatments are one of the 
biggest uses of antibiotics on farm and has 
been a major area to target to reduce usage. 
A great proportion of Dairy Vets clients are 
already doing selective dry cow therapy and 
doing it well. There are always concerns about 
using teat sealant alone in cows and with 
reason if it isn’t applied correctly.  Antibiotics 
at dry off should be used to treat current infec-
tions and sealant should be used to prevent 
future ones. Cleanliness is the number one 
most important factor when using sealant 
alone. This is because if you introduce any 
dirt with sealant, you are effectively locking 
it in which could cause mastitis. Antibiotics is 
a good cover up for people drying cows off 
who aren’t as clean as they can possibly be. 
Anyone administering sealant alone needs 
su�cient training and they should be solely 
focused on only doing sealant only cows.  We 
can provide training for staff on farm and help 
with teat sealing over the dry period to help 
alleviate some of these concerns. This is going 
to become more and more important going 
forward as selective dry cow therapy becomes 
mandatory (industry leaders have suggested 
that this will be within 2 years).

The other big factor for effective selective dry 
cow therapy is selecting the cows correctly. 
Below are the SmartSamm guidelines. 

Cure rates of antibiotics are also lower in older 
cows, cows with persistent infections and 
Staph Aureus cows – these cows should all be 
considered for culling to help reduce spread 
of infection in the next season. 

SmartSamm guidelines for cows who should get dry cow antibiotic and sealant in 
combination:

• Cows treated for clinical mastitis in the last dry period or in current lactation

• Cows or heifers with 1 or more high individual cow SCC above an agreed 
threshold (i.e. between 150,000 and 250,000 cells/ml) in the current lactation

• Cows with a positive RMT result i.e. 1 or more glands with a trace result or above, 
close to dry off

• Cows with other risk factors, may include: 
o Cows over 4 years old and milk production over 15L at the last herd test of 

lactation
o Cows with visible teat end damage

All other cows may be treated with a non-antibiotic internal teat sealant (ITS) only.

Shutting down milk production is critical to 

ensuring dry off treatments work effectively 

and plays a big role in the success of teat 

sealant only cows. Factors to consider to 

create the safest environment for cows at dry 

off time. 

• How much milk they are producing – dry 

off immediately when producing less than 

5 litres a day. 

• Adjust their diet so that they do produce 

less towards dry off and immediately a�er-

wards

• Put cows in clean areas a�er drying off 

• Do not skip days milking or switch to once 

a day shortly before drying off – it won’t 

add any benefits and will increase the SCC

• Have cows to be dried off in a separate 

group so there is no confusion over who 

has been dried off and who hasn’t 

Studies have found there is no significant 

difference in the incidence of mastitis in cows 

who are uninfected at dry off when treated 

with combo therapy vs teat seal alone. There-

fore, there is no added benefit in uninfected 

cows in adding an antibiotic as well as teat 

sealant. The addition of teat sealant to cows 

who do need antibiotic at dry off provides a 

huge reduction in mastitis cases compared to 

only using antibiotic. The value of internal teat 

sealant cannot be underestimated, and more 

emphasis needs to be placed on decisions 

for when it is appropriate to achieve the best 

outcome possible. 

Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is one of the top health concerns worldwide and the 
biggest drivers for its occurrence are when antibiotics are overused and misused. This is 
why there has been a one health strategy implemented globally so that across humans, 
animals and plants we reduce our usage of antibiotics to address this problem. 
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