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Improving fertility in suckler herds
With summer on the 
way it’s a relief to 
have the cows out 
at grass, but it won’t 
be long before it’s 
time for the bull to 
join them. This is the 
window of time to 
act to get your herd 
ready for breeding 
and maximise your 
profits through 
improved fertility 
and pro-active 

cattle management. How close is your herd to the industry target 
of weaning 94 calves per 100 head of cattle put to the bull?  
Here are a few things to consider if you aren’t on target.

Nutrition:  

• Body condition score (BCS) is a key driver of fertility. Management  
 of this starts with the dry cow and you should ensure that they are  
 BCS 2.5 to 3 at calving. This allows the cow to loose a small amount 
 of condition without compromising on fertility and minimises 
 calving difficulty. Feeding thinner cows in the run up to bulling can 
 help but adds cost so the dry cow needs close attention.

• Trace elements including copper, selenium, iodine and vitamin 
 E are essential for fertility in all herds. Most local farms require 
 supplementation via boluses to ensure 100% uptake. Please call 
 one of our vets to discuss your herds requirements as blood 
 samples may be needed to establish the status of your herd.

•  We have seen a high incidence of grass staggers this year so make 
 sure supplementary magnesium is available for cows at grass.

Control of infectious disease:

• There are several infectious diseases which result in reduced 
 fertility, and often they show very few other clinical symptoms. 
 If your fertility rates aren’t up to scratch then investigation is 
 warranted and appropriate management could result in significant 
 improvements in your fertility figures.

• It is the time of year to be boosting BVD, leptospirosis and 
 clostridial vaccines to ensure protection is provided to the next 
 crop of calves, please give our team as much notice as possible 
 when ordering your vaccines.

Bull BBSE:

• Don’t forget the bulls and their tackle! All breeding bulls should be 
 tested annually at least 10 weeks before service begins and the 
 more we test, the more cost effective it becomes.

• Watch and manage the bull’s BCS and any lameness issues must 
 be addressed as a matter of urgency. Where possible exercise 
 should be encouraged, by providing feed and water at the 
 opposite ends of the field.

• Make sure any new bulls are quarantined for 4 weeks after   
 purchase, allowing for infectious disease monitoring and a   
 controlled adjustment to the new diet.

Maintaining a compact calving period:

• This requires discipline but leads to a lot of benefits including 
 more even batches of calves, reduced labour requirements during 
 calving and easy identification of poor performing cows.

 Options for shortening the calving period:

 • Only leave the bull in for 9 weeks (6 weeks with heifers)

 • Cull 5-10% of cows calving outside target window annually

 • Sell in calf cows (or cows with calves at foot) and replace with   
  heifers

 Synchronisation:

 • There are various protocols available for synchronisation in beef  
  herds. Most of these are used to facilitate Artificial Insemination  
  (AI) but please call one of our vets to discuss if this is an option   
  for your herd.

Record keeping:  
  • Recording fertility data on your herd is  
   essential to improving  efficiency and   
   deciding who stays and who goes. 

 •  Fertility data from pregnancy   
   diagnosis (PDing) is an essential part   
   of record keeping and should be 
   performed immediately after the bull is 
   taken out to catch twin pregnancies 
   and again 8 weeks later. Make sure you  
   keep this information close to hand for  
   future decision making.

There are a lot of things which have been waiting for Spring to arrive, 
make sure maximising your herd fertility is top of the ‘To Do’ list.
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Nematodirus Alert
After the warm Easter weekend we have recently experienced; 
Nematodirus in young growing lambs is a significant risk. 

The 
Nematodirus 
lifecycle is 
different to 
other parasitic 
worms 
because the 
infective larval 
stage takes 
place within 

the egg and infection passes from one lamb crop to the next 
season’s lamb crop. Before the eggs can hatch on the pasture, they 
need to undergo a period of cold weather followed by warmer day 
and night temperatures over 10 degrees. When this occurs over a 
short period, mass hatching of eggs occurs. 

Combined with lambs starting to graze significant amounts of 
grass this can result in severe disease.  Once ingested the larvae 
develop into egg producing adults within 14-21 days.

Acute disease is caused by developing larvae in the small 
intestines, causing damage to the gut lining and impairing it’s 
ability to absorb nutrients. As a result, infestation causes lethargy, 
poor thrift and profuse watery diarrhoea. Deaths of up to 5% can 
occur due to dehydration and affected lambs can take an extra 2-3 
months to reach market weights.

The disease is diagnosed based on symptoms, local parasite 
forecasts and frequent worm egg counts, ideally every 10 days. In 
acute disease, worm egg counts may not always show up positive 
due to a lack of adults laying eggs.

Treatment is frequently 
administered based on flock 
risk assessment with your 
vet. There is little wormer 
resistance with Nematodirus 
and therefore a white 
wormer (1 - Benzimidazole) is 
usually effective. This can be 
checked with a pooled worm 
egg count 10-14 days after 
treatment. 

Albenil @ £55 Excl. VAT for 10 litres. 
Contact us for advice and to determine your flock’s risk. 

Blowfly strike 

With the warm weather arriving we are already seeing flies in 
the air and with it comes the onset of blowfly strike. This serious 
condition can arise overnight and kill heavily infected sheep very 
quickly even despite treatment.

Strike is caused by multiple species of fly including greenbottles 
and black bottles that lay their eggs on warm wet areas of wool, 
the eggs quickly hatch out and burrow their way into skin to 
feed, attracting more flies as they do so. 

Blowfly strike is easily detected by observing sheep whilst 
grazing with affected sheep isolated from the group and 
showing characteristic behaviour of nibbling at their rear end. 
Affected areas can appear as wet darkened regions of fleece 
and any suspicious areas should be closely examined as soon 
as possible by shearing the affected area including a good 
margin of healthy skin around it to properly assess the extent 
of infection, maggots are easily visualised and appropriate 
treatment, such as Flypor applied to the affected site. 

Due to the severity and seriousness of this condition prevention 
of strike is key. Shearing as soon as possible after lambing is the 
best course of action paired with application of a preventative 
product such as Clik which will last for 16 weeks (beware of long 
withdrawl period), or Flypor which will last for 8 weeks.

If shearing is not immediately available crutching ewes and rams 
to trim away the fleece and any faeces staining around the tail 
can help to reduce the risk infection until they can be sheared.

Out of hours
A reminder that if there is ever any difficulty in reaching 
the vet on call out of hours, we have a permanent 
answering service, Kernow, who will take your call and 
then go on to contact the relevant vet.  They can be 
reached on 01432 381440. 

Alternative drugs:
Tylan:  There have been issues with our supplier’s ability to supply 
us with Tylan.  The alternative is Pharmasin which is a direct copy 
requiring the same dose and has the same withdrawal period (Milk 
108 hours, Meat 9 days)

Adrenacaine: There have been issues with the production of 
Adrenacaine so we have a replacement, Pronestesic.  This has 
the same ingredients but is slightly weaker so you’ll need to use 
approximately 20% more than you usually would.  Meat and milk 
withdrawal periods are both zero.  Ideally this is stored refrigerated 
but it is stable at up to 20oC for 3 months.




