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Seasonal reminders: 

 Treat dirty cows with 
metricure early. Dirty cows 
treated with metricure two 
weeks after calving are 
twice as likely to get in calf 
as those not treated. 

  Use Bovelyte Plus calf 
electrolyte for scouring 
calves. Feedback from calf 
rearers who use Bovelyte 
Plus has convinced us that it 
is a superior product for 
treating dehydrated calves. 

  Place halters on down cows 
with a prolapsed uterus as 
soon as you find them to 
prevent further damage to 
the exposed uterus. When 
cows get up the uterus 
bangs into their hocks and 
stretches. 

 
 
  

Rickets in dairy calves 
 

A local dairy farm had five 6-8 
month old dairy calves (a mixture of 
heifers and steers) injure themselves 
when they were offloaded at an out 
block. Another heifer went down in 
the paddock and was unable to get up 
a short time later. 
 
All the calves become ‘downer 
calves’ and two were euthanized. 
The remaining four were nursed in a 
shed.  
 
Shortly after this another steer was 
found down and unable to get up and 
another heifer was found with a 
broken back leg (both on the same 
night).  
 
We examined six of these calves and 
found that two had back injuries 
(fractured backs) and four had 
broken legs.  We immediately 
suspected that there was a serious 
problem with their nutrition. The 
heifers were in good condition but 
short. 
 
We euthanized three of the calves 
and submitted samples of bone and 
tissue to the lab. A diagnosis of 
rickets was made based on 
examination of the bone.  
 
Rickets is a very uncommon 
condition of growing animals and is 
usually a result of inadequate levels 
of Vitamin D or calcium or 
phosphorus or an imbalance in the 
ratio of calcium and phosphorus in 
the diet being offered. 
 
Affected calves have weak and brittle 
bones that are predisposed to 
fractures and often the growth plates 
of the bones are wider than normal.  
 
When we analysed the diet we found 
that the ratio of calcium to 
phosphorus was 0.66 to 1 (a good 
diet should have a calcium to 
phosphorus ratio of 2.2 to 1). 
 
The calves were fed a diet of crushed 
barley and oaten hay for about 3 
months. 
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To correct the problem in the 
remainder of the calves were 
supplied with a diet containing an 
appropriate calcium to phosphorus 
ratio.   
 
It is possible that this case was 
worsened by transporting the heifers 
and offloading them at a time when 
their bones were particularly weak. 
The heifers that didn’t have fractures 
will likely be OK in the future but 
short in stature.  
Uterine pessaries 
 
It seems logical to treat cows with 
retained afterbirth with pessaries in 
the uterus to try and reduce the 
chance of infection. Recent studies 
have shown that in many cases 
pessaries do not help cows with 
retained afterbirth and maybe even 
make things worse. 
 
It may be that pessaries can slow the 
“rotting” process of the afterbirth and 
increase the time that the afterbirth is 
retained. It is thought that the 
presence of antibiotics in the uterus 
decreases the production of white 
cells in the uterus as well as reducing 
the effectiveness of white cells in the 
uterus. 
 
There is more and more evidence 
that the best treatment for cows with 
retained afterbirth is to do nothing 
unless the cow is sick (has a 
temperature above 390 C). If the cow 
is unwell then she should be treated 
with an injectable antibiotic such as 
Oxytet. If she is very sick then she 
will benefit from veterinary help with 
anti-inflammatory drugs or fluids. 
 
If you want to use pessaries we 
recommend that you:- 
  Administer them within the 

first week of calving while 
the cervix is open and they 
are easily introduced. 
  Do not use them when the 
afterbirth is still present. 

  Give cows that are not well 
injectable antibiotics. 

 

In general we recommend the 
following treatment protocol for dirty 
cows:- 
  Retained membranes should 

be left to rot out and not 
removed with force. 
  Pessaries should not be used 
until the afterbirth has come 
away. 
  Metricures are the best 
treatment for cows that have 
an infection in the uterus 
and should be used between 
1 and 6 weeks after calving. 

 
Last year we included a similar 
article in the August newsletter and 
we were very pleased to see that we 
sold just over half the number of 
pessaries than we did the previous 
spring. 
 

  
 Heifers with udder 
oedema (flag) 
 Heifers with flag (fluid swelling in 
the udder and belly) are a nuisance as 
they are prone to mastitis and are 
difficult to milk out. The ligaments 
that support the udder may stretch 
permanently. 
 
A number of different factors cause 
udder oedema: - 
  salt retention by the heifer 
  pressure on the veins returning 

blood from the mammary gland 
by the calf 

  low protein levels in the blood 
as antibodies move from the 
heifer’s blood to colostrum 

  heavy grain feeding (especially 
in heifers) 

  Excess salt intake (sodium and 
potassium) 

  Insufficient intake of calcium 
 

Heifers with flag can be treated with 
Frusemide, which is a diuretic that 
rapidly reduces the fluid swelling. 
Unfortunately, diuretics cannot be 
used before calving. A dose of 
oxytocin (Letdown) will help as well. 
 
Before calving the options for 
treating flag are: - 
  Induce calving with PG or a 

short-acting cortisone injection 
  Milk affected heifers before 

calving 
  Apply teat spray to heifers 

before calving. The glycerine 
will help with teat health and the 
disinfectant will help reduce 
mastitis. This is only really 
practical if heifers are getting 
lead feed in the dairy. 

  Add a calcium supplement such                       
as limestone to the ration. 

 
Heifers take longer to calve and lie 
down for longer periods during 
calving so their udders are more likely 
to get contaminated with mud and 
manure. Older cows will boss heifers 
around and force them to calve in the 
worse areas. Heifers should be calved 
in a separate paddock away from 
older cows. 
 
If you are thinking of inducing heifers 
to calve we find that a short-acting 
cortisone, such as Dexapent, is a 
more gentle option than PG. Heifers 
induced with PG are more likely to 
calve quickly but sometimes the 
cervix and birth canal does not dilate 
properly increasing the chance of 
tearing. Heifers induced with 
Dexapent are less likely to retain their 
afterbirth compared with heifers 
induced by PG. 


