Ask A Vet: Not Enough Spilled Milk to Cry Over
Sunday, May 8, 2011
Dear Dr. Weldy’s,
Several of my fresh cows are not milking as well as they should and are not eating. What might be the cause and what can I do about it?

-Milk-less in Middlebury

Dr. Reader,

     A “fresh” cow is a cow that has recently calved. These cows are at the greatest risk of metabolic disease because of the stress of pregnancy, calving and the demand on them for milk production. There is so much demand on their body for energy to produce milk that sometimes when they do not have enough energy, they get what is called Ketosis. Ketosis occurs when cows are in negative energy balance, meaning they cannot eat enough food to meet energy demands. More precisely, they are not getting enough glucose in the body to meet their needs.

     So what does the body do when there’s not enough glucose to produce milk, grow muscle, and meet the rest of the body’s energy requirements? The fat cells in the body make Non-Esterified Fatty Acids (NEFAs). These NEFAs are converted to Ketones and can be used by the body as an alternate source for energy. And that is where we get the term Ketosis. Ketones are not a good form of energy though, and can make the cow sick.

     Signs of Ketosis include vague signs such as a drop in milk production and decreased appetite. The cows will not usually have a fever. You can diagnose Ketosis using a Ketone dipstick on the urine. It will turn purple if the cow is excreting Ketones in the urine.

     Treatment of Ketosis includes IV bolus of 50% Dextrose and a steroid shot given by your veterinarian to prevent relapse. For mild cases, many farmers drench the cows orally with 8 oz of propylene glycol, which gets converted to glucose in the stomach. Take caution when drenching a cow so they do not get it in the lungs.

     Prevention of Ketosis includes maximizing feed intake with a well-balanced ration, especially carbohydrates which are a precursor to glucose. Be sure that feed is available constantly, so a cow can eat whenever she wants. There should not be excessive competition at the feed bunk, which may deter some cows from consuming enough feed. Also, forages for early lactation cows should be of the best quality.

     It is also important to consider your dry cows and heifers into this situation, and not just the cows that freshened within the last few weeks. Overly fat cows and heifers in the dry period are at risk of ketosis after they calve. If they lose a significant amount of weight from the beginning of the dry period to after calving, they are at risk of developing Fatty Liver Disease (fat builds up in the liver and the liver cannot convert feed into glucose like it should). 

     Fatty Liver leads to severe cases of Ketosis that are more difficult to treat. Prevention is to avoid cows entering the dry period overweight, or make sure that dry cows DO NOT lose too much body condition from when they enter the dry pen, to the time around calving. Work with your veterinarian and nutritionist to ensure that rations and feed intakes are where they should be. 

-Dr. Jolene Birney

