Milk quality: Using the “mastitis triangle”

  You, too, can lower your somatic cell count by focusing on the mastitis triangle. Everything that the cow comes in contact with — the environment, the equipment used for milking, and the people who care for her — can all cause or spread mastitis within your herd. Use this checklist — developed with the help of milk quality experts Johnson, and Hank Spencer, technical services veterinarian with Monsanto Dairy Business — to determine if your cows’ environment causes mastitis.

If you answer “yes” to any of the questions listed below, consult your veterinarian about how to overcome the problem and improve milk quality on your dairy. 

1. Check the stall where the cow rests. 

Whether your cows rest in tie-stalls or free-stalls, the questions below will help you determine if a problem exists. 

· Examine the stall bed. Do you see any manure or wet spots in the stall? Does her stall bed have any holes dug into it? Does the stall lack adequate bedding?

· Check stall design. Do the cows lying in the stalls have any abrasions on their hocks? Do cows stand half in, half out of the stall? Do cows rock back and forth to get up? When a cow is lying in the stall, does her manure and urine drop in the stall? Do cows routinely lie in the alleyways? 

· Evaluate ventilation. Does the air smell stale or similar to ammonia? If you run your fingers across a stall partition or pick up a handful of bedding and squeeze it, do they feel damp? Do cows avoid using the stalls in one area of the barn?

· Look at the overall barn. Do you have cows standing around waiting to lie down when all of the stalls are full? Do cows lie in the alleyways instead of open stalls? Do cows skip eating and lie down in their stall right after milking? When milking is finished, do the cows ever not have fresh feed available?



2. Examine the parlor and the trip to and from. 

· Walk the alleyways. When cows walk to and from the milking barn, do they walk on alleyways coated with manure? Do employees rush or hurry cows on the way to milking? If you use a flush system, does it flush when cows are in the pens?

· Observe cows in the holding pen. If you use water sprays to clean the udder, when the spray shuts off are the cows soggy with dirty water dripping over teat ends? Do employees enter the holding pen to encourage cows to enter the parlor? 

· Check out the parlor. Look at your employees. Are they dirty up to their shoulders at the end of the milking shift? Look at the cows. Do they have fresh manure on their feet and manure splatters on their udders? Do the majority of cows that come in dirty all belong to one milking group? Examine the cows’ tails — are the switches manure-coated? Look closely at first-calf heifers and just-fresh cows. Do they generally have more manure on their bodies, than other cows?

3. Check all other pens 

· Look for these signs in all dry-lot pens. Does the pen have any mud holes or standing water? Does it seem overcrowded? Are any animals lying in the mud? Do animals fight for access to the feedbunk or to the water tank? Does the lot have any low spots that don’t drain? 

· Examine close-up/ maternity pens. Do the cows lie crowded together on a small bedded area? Is there a muddy or manure-filled area that cows must walk through to get to feed or water? Are the pens cleaned out between each group? Grab a handful of bedding in the area where the cows lie — is it damp? 

· Check the bred heifer and dry cow pens. Do any of the animals have mud or manure above their dewclaws? Above their hocks? Do the heifers routinely have flies on them or on their udders? When heifers enter the close-up pens, are they generally dirtier than the dry cows that enter the pen at the same time? Do they have to walk through a muddy area to get to water tanks, or feed?

· Check the waterers. Do the waterers leak or run over causing muddy areas around the tank? Is the water in the tank dirty? Place your hand into the tank and run your fingers along the bottom and sides — does it feel slimy? 


Remember, to combat mastitis on your dairy, you need to focus on the mastitis triangle — environment, equipment and people.
