
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Beef News 
Spring 2021 

Spring is here, along with 
some sunshine at last!  

It’s our favourite, busiest time of year, 
when we farm vets spend most of our time bringing 
reluctant babies into the world. No-one calls a vet 
for an easy calving, and our friend “Caesar” has 
saved many calves (and cows) this time of year. For 
us vets, not much beats the feeling of a live calf 
battering the backs of our legs while we are 
stitching up, and we have plenty of cute calf 
photos! However, we can’t forget the impact of 
dystocia on the cow’s welfare and future fertility, as 
well as farm finances. We are here to help you 
make any necessary changes to ensure a smooth 
calving period next year.  

Looking ahead to the grazing season, our 
fantastic new vet Sarah has provided a handy guide 
to tackling the local issues with iodine deficiency.  

 We hope you enjoy reading our first ever 
edition of Beef News, which will normally be 
exclusively for our Healthy Beef Club members. If 
you would like to continue receiving newsletters, 
invitations to information evenings and workshops, 
and a personalised herd health package developed 
specifically for your farm, please join us! Just drop 
Kate or Emily a message at the practice, and we’ll 
call you back for a chat. 

Thank you for your ongoing support!  

Team Farm 

“I’ve got a tricky calving…” 
As industry pressures and tight profit margins 
demand farmers increase their productivity, 
selective breeding has tended to favour bigger, 
faster growing animals. These inevitably throw 
higher birth-weight calves, with greater risk of 
getting stuck on the way out. Many of the 
repercussions are obvious - reduced calf viability 
(dead at birth or oxygen-starved calves that are 
slow to suckle), vets bills, sick cows post-calving 
etc. Some are more subtle – reduced feed intake, 
less milk production in early lactation, retained 
cleansings, metritis, and poor fertility with acyclic 
and cystic cows.  

 

Now is the time to consider carefully your choice of 
cows and heifers to put to the bull this year. 
Calving ease is a heritable trait, so looking down 
family lines will help give some idea of how easily 
you might expect a heifer to calve. It may be worth 
searching for the Estimate Breeding Values of her 
parents (if they are registered with a breed 
society). The estimated calving ease of daughters is 
usually published alongside other EBVs such as 
birth weight and gestation length on the breed 
society website. The direct calving ease of the bull 
must also be considered seriously, especially if you 
are putting him to maiden heifers. If you know he 
has a tendency to throw big calves, it could be well 
worth hiring a second easier-calving bull to put on 
the heifers, or considering AI. 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A cow that has had trouble calving before must be 
carefully considered before putting back to the 
bull. Why did she have trouble? Is she too small 
for the sire you want to use? Does she have 
trouble holding onto body condition? Does she 
have a particularly narrow pelvis? Did her previous 
trouble cause damage to the uterus or birth canal, 
which may impair her fertility or her ability to give 
birth again? A veterinary examination 3-6 weeks 
post calving will help determine this, as well as 
giving an opportunity for the diagnosis and 
treatment of problems such as metritis. 

A recent study showed that thin cows are more 
likely to have trouble calving than fat cows, 
possibly due to metabolic disturbances or lack of 
energy around calving. However, the difficulties 
many farmers and vets experience with regards to 
calving over-fat cows also cannot be ignored. It is 
vital to be regularly body condition scoring so diet 
can be adjusted accordingly, targeting BCS 2.5-3/5 
at calving time.  

Iodine deficiency in cattle 
Trace elements such as iodine, copper, 
selenium/vitamin E play a vital role in the growth, 
fertility and welfare of both dairy and beef cattle. 
The intake of trace elements depends on the 
content within pasture soil, however if the soil is 
deficient in certain elements, supplementation is 
vital. 

The soil in East Sussex is particularly low in iodine – 
this has become evident through low blood iodine 
results obtained from many farms in the area. Some 
other factors which can contribute to low iodine 
levels are ingestion of high amounts of brassicas 
and legumes and selenium deficiency. So now that 
we know this, why does it matter? 

Why is iodine important? 

Iodine is an essential component of the thyroid 
hormones T3 and T4. These hormones are 
produced in the thyroid gland, which is where 
80% of the body’s iodine is stored. The thyroid 
hormones are responsible for control of the 
metabolic rate, therefore vitally important for 
cattle’s growth, fertility and development. 

What does iodine deficiency look like? 

Iodine deficiency has been associated with poor 
growth rates, poor milk production, poor 
fertility, weight loss and retained placenta post 
calving. Iodine deficient dams can often produce 
stillborn or weak calves which are unwilling to 
suck therefore leading to death shortly after 
birth. Calves born to iodine-deficient dams will 
often have enlarged thyroid glands, 
subcutaneous oedema and areas of hair loss.  

Treatment and prevention of iodine deficiency 

It is vital to supplement iodine in cases where 
there is a known soil deficiency such as East 
Sussex. Oral dosing with potassium iodine is 
short acting, time consuming and often 
inadequate to prevent/treat iodine deficiency. 
The most effective and reliable way to 
supplement iodine and other trace elements are 
by intra-ruminal boluses such as Tracesure and 
Coseicure. These products are administered 
directly to each individual and release trace 
elements at a controlled rate for up to 6 months; 
this ensures adequate levels of iodine are 
received by each animal. 

Sarah Thompson BVMSci MRCVS 



 
 

 IN THE NEWS: 
Record prices as demand rockets: 

Top market prices for beef have been recorded 
amidst the tightest UK supply since the 2001 Foot-
and-Mouth epidemic. Buying from supermarkets 
increased significantly during lockdown, with 
consumer demand for British beef seeing an 
unexpected but welcome up-turn. The reduced 
supply of calves is thought to be a knock-on effect 
from the cold winter of 2018 and subsequent 
drought, which led to increased culling of cows. 
This imbalance of supply and demand has pushed 
market prices over £4 per kilo deadweight – a 
price we hope will continue to help offset the 
rising forage prices! Heifers and steers sold 
through Hailsham market recently averaged 
181p/kg lw and 176p/kg lw respectively.  

 

Schmallenberg Virus Surveillance extended: 

Schmallenberg Virus was first detected in 2011 
and was instigated as the cause of many abortions 
and deformed foetuses seen in lambs and calves 
in 2012 and 2013. Since then, it has been detected 
periodically in farms across the country, and as a 
practice, we have found a number of positive 
cases this Spring. The government has already 
been offering free testing of post-mortem samples 
from deformed lambs, and has now extended this 
scheme to testing calves. A fresh brain sample will 
be tested free of charge, if submitted to APHA 
from calves with fixed joints and/or spinal defects. 
The detection of virus in the brain of the foetus 
isn’t always 100% conclusive, as it depends on the 
stage of pregnancy when the dam was infected. 
For this reason, the APHA will also fund blood 
testing for up to six cows/heifers, including any 
that have aborted a calf, so they can look for 
antibodies against Schmallenberg Virus in the 
dams. If you would like to take advantage of this 
testing, please call the practice to arrange a visit.  

Stricter criteria for CHeCS Johnes accreditation: 

CHeCS accredited schemes such as the Premium 
Cattle Health Scheme (PCHS) and Biobest HiHealth 
Scheme exist primarily as eradication programmes 
for important production diseases such as Johnes, 
Neopsora, BVD, IBR and Leptospirosis. They 
provide farms with a status for a particular 
disease, so when cattle are traded, a purchaser 
can have increased confidence in the fact that the 
cattle are from a low-risk, high health source. 
Johnes is a particularly complicated, frustrating 
disease to diagnose, manage and ultimately 
eradicate within a herd, and this can lead to 
inherent issues with the “Risk Level” statuses that 
are allocated to herds, and is why CHeCS does not 
declare any herd to be ‘Johnes Free’. As it 
currently stands, if Johnes antibodies are detected 
on blood samples, we are permitted to submit 
faecal samples for further confirmatory testing. If 
faecal samples are then deemed to be negative, 
that animal would not affect the Risk Level status 
of the herd, so, for example, that herd could retain 
a Risk Level 1 status. The new test rules, which 
come into force in July, mean that this faecal 
testing will only be permitted if the herd has less 
that 2% of animals testing positive on bloods. 
Although this stricter rule means it will be harder 
for individual herds to maintain their “Risk Level 1” 
status, it will improve confidence in the schemes 
for those wishing to buy high health cattle. 

Spirovac 5-dose Leptospirosis vaccine is back: 

After a long period of Leptospirosis vaccine 
shortages, we are pleased to pass on the news 
that the 5-dose vials of Spirovac are back in stock 
with the wholesalers. Although it is preferable to 
have completed the vaccination course prior to 
turnout, many farmers will still be catching up with 
re-starting the vaccinations following last year’s 
shortages. If this is the case for you, you may find 
the 5- dose vial more suitable than the 25-dose 
vial, especially for smaller herds.  

Leptospirosis is a highly prevalent, highly 
infectious bacterial disease that can cause 
abortion and infertility. Once the first two doses of 
vaccine have been administered 4-6 weeks apart, 
cell-mediated immunity lasts 12 months (as 
opposed to the 5 months immunity provided by 
Leptavoid-H). A single annual booster is then 
required to maintain protection. 



 
 

 


