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Recent industry campaigns have 
successfully educated cattle farmers 
on the importance of good quality 
colostrum in sufficient quantities, as 
soon as possible after a calf’s birth. Farms 
often have good protocols in place and 
spend a lot of time and effort collecting, 
freezing, defrosting and feeding this 
‘liquid gold’ to their calves. A common 
pitfall however is a lapse in hygiene in 
the collection and feeding equipment, 
resulting in bacterial contamination of 
the colostrum. 
This is not good news.  Firstly, we don’t 
want calves to ingest disease causing 
bacteria. Secondly, when lots of bacteria 
are present in colostrum, the calf’s gut 
will be less able to absorb the antibodies. 
Remember antibody absorption is the 
whole point of colostrum feeding! 

Imagine a bucket of 
good colostrum with 
lots of antibodies, 
but the antibodies 
bind to the bacteria 
in the bucket before 
they get a chance 
to reach the calf’s 
bloodstream… what 
a waste! 
A study on 56 UK dairy farms showed 
that more than 1/3 of colostrum samples 
had an excessively high bacterial count 
(TBC and Coliform count). This indicates 
contamination, due to dirty teats with 
inadequate/poor teat preparation (pre-
dip and dry wipe needed!) or due to dirty 
milking and/or feeding equipment. The 
study showed easy hygiene measures 
can have a substantial impact: hot water 

washing is more effective at reducing 
bacterial counts than cold water; using 
a disinfectant such as hypochlorite or 
peracetic acid is also more effective 
than parlour wash. Rule of thumb: a hot 
wash with a detergent after each use, 
followed by disinfection, is the way to 
go. It is also important to use a different 
stomach tube for colostrum feeding 
than the one used for sick calves, and 
similarly do not use the same ‘dump 
bucket’ for colostrum collection as for 
mastitis cows. 
Speak to your vet if you want to know 
how robust your colostrum hygiene 
protocol is, we can take a sample and 
send it to the lab for a Total 
Bacterial and Coliform count! 

COLOSTRUM HYGIENE
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Charlotte Debbaut 
Veterinary Surgeon

Following an increase in the national risk of bird flu in wild birds to very high, 
a national housing order will be introduced across England on 7th November 
making it a legal requirement to house flocks. The housing measures legally 
require all bird keepers to keep their birds indoors and to follow stringent 
biosecurity measures to help protect their flocks from the disease, regardless of 
type or size. Please contact you routine Synergy Vet for further advice or visit:  
www.gov.uk/guidance/avian-influenza-bird-flu

Safe Use of Veterinary Medicines 
General 

16th November    17th January AVIAN FLU

In October we were inspected by the governing 
body of the veterinary profession, the Royal 
College of Veterinary Surgeons (RCVS), as part 
of our membership of the Practice Standards 
Scheme, a voluntary initiative to accredit UK 
vet practices.  Through setting high standards 
and carrying out regular assessments, the 

scheme aims to promote and maintain 
the highest standards of veterinary care. 
Preparing for the inspection involved a 
considerable quantity of work for our practice 
management team. 
Congratulations to all involved!  

SYNERGY FARM HEALTH PASSES RCVS ACCREDITATION VISIT WITH “FLYING COLOURS”



Digital dermatitis is a bacterial disease 
that primarily affects skin on the heels of 
cattle and can, if ignored, very quickly run 
through the herd.

Now that most dairy cattle are being 
housed for winter, this is the time to 
put together a good hygiene plan if you 
currently do not have one in place. It is 
also a good time to run through your 

current protocols to check if they are 
still adequate for your herd.  Removing 
sources of standing slurry, water and 
mud from all areas is a must. Ensure an 
efficient scraping routine is maintained in 
yards, pens and housing. 
An area often overlooked is footbath 
hygiene.  Footbaths should be routinely 
drained and cleaned after every use.  
Refilling with the appropriate dosing rate 
of 4% formalin, ensuring the correct water 
volume capacity for your footbath, will 
give the most effective treatment. Whilst 
formalin is the most popular choice, 
some prefer copper sulphate.  Again, 
use the correct dosage, which is diluted 
and added to the footbath. Alternating 
between formalin and copper sulphate 
may increase your success still further 
and keep you on top of digital dermatitis. 

If you currently have a regular visit from 
one of our Vet Tech trimmers, they will 
undoubtedly notice any flare up in digital 
dermatitis levels, and will discuss this 
with you and advise accordingly.  The 
negative effects can be substantial - on 
yield, conception rates, veterinary costs 
and most importantly, animal welfare.   
 
I always encourage farmers and their staff 
to read the hoof trimming report given by 
the trimmer after each visit.  This helps 
monitor any rises in digital dermatitis 
cases (as well as foot health in general), 
making changes where necessary, to 
improve foot health.  

OPTIMISING YOUR FOOT BATHING REGIME

Nigel Waterman 
Vet Tech

Our Client Events

We are often called to castrate calves 
of various ages and sizes. In fact, we 
carry out this surgery so often that it is 
regarded as routine, and often not given 
the consideration it deserves. Perhaps 
we should all take a step back to consider 
what we do, how we do it and why in a 
little more detail – it is, after all major 
surgery, certainly for the older animals 
that we castrate!
Rubber rings are a convenient 
solution to the castration conundrum, 
eliminating any possible complication 
from haemorrhage. However, they can 
only legally be used on calves under a 
week of age, occasional complications 
from infection can occur (tetanus is a 
real risk from dirty rings) and the ring 
must be placed high enough to catch 
both testicles and ensure that the blood 
supply is cut off. 
Alternatives include using burdizzos to 
crush the spermatic cords and disrupt 
the blood supply to the testicles, and 
the familiar surgical castration with a 
scalpel.  It is legal requirement that these 
procedures are carried out by a vet, using 
local anaesthetic, if the calves are more 
than two months old. Pain relief such 

as Metacam is desirable and now a Red 
Tractor standard.
Burdizzos, similar to rubber rings, almost 
eliminate any risk of haemorrhage 
and minimise risk from infection. They 
do, however, require skill to be used 
successfully and the swelling that affects 
the testicles in the ensuing days can 
make you wince!

Surgical castration has the advantage 
of providing the certain knowledge 
that following the removal of both 
testicles the job has been done! It does, 
however, carry an increased risk of 
infection and bleeding, especially with 
older calves.  Performing the task in 
as clean and as dry an environment as 

possible will reduce the risk. Washing 
the scrotum with an antiseptic solution 
and administering a prophylactic dose of 
antibiotics at the time the surgery might 
be needed, depending on the cleanliness 
of the calves’ environment. Some vets 
recommend calves are vaccinated to 
reduce the risk of tetanus prior to 
surgery.  
Haemorrhage is usually avoided in 
younger calves by ‘twisting and pulling’ - 
this technique utilises the elastic recoil of 
the blood vessels in the spermatic cord 
to seal the severed blood vessels. In older 
animals an emasculator might be utilised 
- this device pinches the cord above the 
position it is severed and crimps the 
blood vessels closed. It will need to be 
held in place for a period of time. Larger 
animals may require a transfixing ligature 
to be positioned above the site at which 
the cord is to be sectioned to prevent 
bleeding. Castrating calves BEFORE they 
reach this size is certainly recommended 
to reduce the risk!

Keith Cutler 
Veterinary Surgeon

CASTRATING CALVES
Many farms have had a break from 
infectious foot lesions through the 
summer, due to the warm dry weather 
promoting improved foot hygiene, and 
good skin and horn integrity.  However, 
with the arrival of autumn, rain has started 
to cause a deterioration in pasture and 
track quality. There has been an increase 
in the incidence of both foul and digital 
dermatitis, including a condition termed 
“Superfoul”. 
This can appear as a sudden onset, rapidly 
spreading infection, starting out as foul 
and then continuing up the leg, often with 
marked swelling under the skin. The skin 
can often pit on pressure or crackle when 
rubbed.  These infections can be brought 
under control with prompt treatment. 
However some of these “Superfoul” 
cases can progress extremely rapidly 
with a lot of damage occurring in a very 
short period; these require prolonged 
treatment and care. Treatment consists of 
penicillin combined with a non-steroidal 
anti-inflammatory drug (e.g. Metacam); 
this provides pain relief and reduction 
of inflammation, until resolution of the 
condition. Some cases are refractory to 
treatment, and this is often due to an 
initial delay in treatment, combined with 
the rapid speed of onset. 

Why do we see an increase at this 
time of year?
This is due to foot hygiene, skin integrity 
and immunity. Increased mud and 
faecal caking of the feet and increased 
moisture levels can start to macerate 
the skin between the claws and around 

the skin horn junctions. This allows 
bacteria to colonize and invade the 
tissues, predisposing to foul and digital 
dermatitis.  Feet and skin will adapt in 
time, but it is this period of change in 
the run up to housing when cows are at 
their most susceptible. Add into the mix 
other stressors, such as diet changes or 
calving, and immunity will be lowered, so 
promoting super-infections.  Particularly 
vulnerable are freshly calved heifers, or 
other purchased stock, as they may lack 
immunity and not have adapted to the 
new environment on farm.   

Preparation and Management
• Good foot hygiene – Avoid poaching, 

good slurry management, clean 
bedding, regular foot bathing and 
improved foot shape and angle

• Improved skin integrity – Minerals 
such as zinc and biotin have been 
identified as having positive effects 
on skin and horn quality when fed to 
cattle at appropriate levels over time. 
Foot bathing can be used to improve 
skin integrity but discussion with 
your vet is recommended

• Improved immunity – Resistance to 
digital dermatitis is a heritable trait 
and available for selection when 
choosing bulls.  Healthy cows, free of 
other disease, and with an uneventful 
transition will also be more resistant 
to foul

Improved foot shape and angle
Foot shape and angle can be improved 
through genetic selection, but it is 
important to also maintain good 
conformation. Cows with long toes, and/
or low heels, have skin around their heels 
and between the claws that is exposed 
to increased 
contamination with 
slurry.  Routine 
modelling during 
trimming (step 3 of 
the Dutch method) 
helps reduce the risk 
of debris becoming 
impacted between 
the claws – so 
reducing the chance 
of infections.  

Our 2023 training dates have been 
launched.  Our popular Two Day Foot 
Trimming Course, on which I am one of 
the trainers, is next planned for 8th and 9th 
March. This will be a great opportunity to 
further develop your knowledge of foot 
trimming and hoof health.

INFECTIOUS CAUSES OF LAMENESS IN CATTLE

Gareth Foden 
Veterinary Surgeon

Medicines UpdateCongratulations to our Marathon Runner, 
Vet Esme Moffett

Please consult your Vet to discuss specific queries.  
For further information please call our Dispensary Team on 01935 83682.

Gamaret
Withhold has changed from 72 
hours (milk) to 108 hours. 

JOINT TEAM SHEEP AND 
TEAM BEEF MEETINGS 

ALL 7PM START
Planning ahead for Spring Feeding of 

expectant mothers, plus results of our 
Forage Competition

10TH NOVEMBER
Hunters Lodge Inn, 

Axminster

23RD NOVEMBER
Salisbury 

Livestock Market

22ND NOVEMBER
Brewers Arms, 

South Petherton

24TH NOVEMBER
The Royal Oak, 

Bere Regis

PRE-WEANING NUTRITION AND 
CALF MILK REPLACER DISCUSSION* 

What should you feed, how much and how?
Our 0-6 Youngstock Advisory Service teams up with 

Georgina Thomas from Trouw Nutrition  
for an interactive session

30TH NOVEMBER 10.15AM-1PM  
SFH Head Office, Rampisham Down DT2 0HS
*Non Members welcome. £50 charge per non member

For full details and to book on any 
Client Event or Training Course 
please visit Training & Events at 

www.SynergyFarmHealth.com

Synergy Vet Esme Moffett 
completed the London 
Marathon in 3:18:16, a new 
personal best!!
Esme has raised over £1000 
for the Farming Community 
Network. Well done Esme!

Spirovac
Currently 
unavailable 
in 50ml 
bottles but 
remains 
available in 
10ml bottles.  
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NORTH - ALASTAIR HAYTON

News From Our Rounds

WEST - IMOGEN ROGERS

It’s been a kind autumn reflected in the 
large number of clients that were able 
to attend the Southwest Dairy Show.   
We are now heading to shorter days and housing.  
Conversations around parasite treatments and vaccination 
protocols have been a common feature of late. These 
topics are always worthy of discussion as many animals get 
treated at this time of year for parasitic infections that may 
not exist, and time and money could be saved for the sake 
of some faecal analysis for fluke and worms. 
We welcome Nick Britten to the North team this month; he 
is undertaking further study for his diploma exams as part 
of Synergy’s joint Residency programme with the Royal 
Veterinary College (RVC). He kindly reminded me last week 
he spent quite a lot of time seeing practice with myself ten 
years ago, another reminder of advancing age on my part!  
I have, like Jon Reader, been inflicting myself on you now 
for 25 years…! We are very much looking forward to having 
Nick as part of the team. 

CENTRAL - BELLA LOWIS

Autumn is well and truly here – the Synergy 
fleeces and beanie hats have come out, and it 
is a relief to have the landscape looking a bit 
greener after such a dry summer.
Team Sheep have been busy preparing for tupping with 
many ram MOTs over the last few weeks. It’s always a 
good idea to check over all rams before use (including old 
faithfuls, as well as new recruits) to avoid disappointment 
at scanning.
We hope to see lots of you at our upcoming beef and sheep 
client meetings which will be held across the practice in 
November. The topic will be planning for spring feeding of 
pregnant cows and ewes. At the time of writing, samples 
are coming in for our forage competition – I wonder who 
will be the winner?  

EAST - MARTIJN ‘T HOEN
The seasons are changing – the shift in nature’s 
colour palette is unmistakable. 
I’ve been doing more of the typical “end of 
year” veterinary work. 
One recurring theme stands out - discussions over which 
animals are to be kept as replacements or over wintered.  
This is becoming more and more relevant, due to 
unreliable weather and grass availability in recent years, as 
well as rising costs. As tempting as it is to ‘give her another 
chance’ or ‘she just needs a bit of rest’, the productivity of 
every single animal is key to ensuring farm profitability.  
Long term or recurring issues tend to result in lifelong 
damage and susceptibility to more problems.  Advancing 
age will also make animals less resilient and less able to 
cope with future stressors. Be extra critical this year when 
deciding on retaining stock or choosing replacements for 
next season.      

As the nights draw in, we have been keeping 
ourselves busy in the West! With autumn 
calving season upon us, we have seen an 
increase in the number of late-night emergency calving call 
outs.  Ive attended mostly malpresentations and tangled 
twins, but thankfully the majority have had successful 
outcomes with live calves.  I wanted to take this opportunity 
to remind you that the sooner you call us, the higher the 
chance of a good outcome!  Whilst many of you have lots of 
experience of calving cows, you are certainly not a ‘failure’ 
when you can’t do it.  As vets we have equipment which 
can make calvings easier, and more importantly, we can 
administer medications to make the cow more comfortable 
throughout. Whilst we may grumble at the thought of a 
2am phone call, we would always rather be there and see a 
good outcome as a result…

Meet The Team - Olivia Hiscock, Central Region Receptionist

I started working at Synergy in May as the Central Receptionist. Prior to working here, I worked in horse 
racing with relief milking and calf rearing in the summer.  However a serious back injury led me to change 
career paths completely.
I grew up in East Devon and was part of Honiton YFC where I loved pulling Tug of War and barn parties!  
I now live in Dorset after marrying a dairy farmer/jockey; we have a couple of point to point horses which 
we train and run as a hobby at weekends (in between milkings!).  I also really enjoy picking up with our gun 
dogs and trail hunting when I can.  I am passionate about my small flock of sheep (which includes some Kerry 
Hills) which I plan to show next year.

Women in Dairy Group visit Synergy Headquarters

Synergy vets Claire Rudd and Ellen Taylor were pleased to host a workshop for 
the Dorset branch of “Women in Dairy” at our Rampisham headquarters early in 
October.  Their very practical lunchtime session on First Aid for Down cows was 

well received, and our visitors then enjoyed a tour of our new facilities whilst 
learning about the workings of our reception, laboratory and dispensary.


