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Introduction 
We had a cracking sunny and relatively warm day for the 5th meeting of the Forth Monitor 
Farm.  As a result, the attendance at the meeting suffered slightly as some community 
group members understandably opted to take advantage of the fine weather at home for 
the day.  Never-the-less the 22 farmers that did make it along contributed well to what was 
a lively and constructive meeting. 
 
Aim of the Project 
To improve the efficiency and profitability of farms within the Forth area by establishing and 
demonstrating best practice on the Forth Monitor Farm. 
 
Aim of the meeting: 
At the February meeting when the group looked at the merits of finishing cattle against 
selling store, it was decided that a closer look at the overall cattle strategy of the business 
was required with a view to establishing targets for improvement in efficiency.   
 
The main points for discussion were: 
 

 Performance of and strategy for bought-in in-calf AAX cows 

 Condition and calving performance of main herd 

 How to pull calving date forward by 1 month to beginning of May 

 Selection policy for breeding replacements 

 Overall herd health 

 Marketing policy for youngstock 
 

David Gibson, SRUC Vet Centre Manager in Perth, was invited along to address any health 
matters within the herd and Gavin Hill, SAC Consulting Senior Beef Specialist was in 
attendance to lead the debate on technical efficiency and overall management strategy. 
The format for the day was as follows: 
 

 Progress report from Duncan on what has been happening on the farm since the 
previous meeting 

 Farm Tour – look around the different cattle groups and subsequent in-field 
discussion 

 Group Discussion on main areas to address in terms of short and long term 
development strategy 

 Break–out session in sub-groups to gather suggestions/ideas and report back to 
main group 

 Group to finalise a management strategy to adopt and monitor throughout the 
remainder of the programme 
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Farm Tour Discussion 
 

                                       
 
The farm tour began with a look at the AAX cows that were purchased in-calf earlier in the spring. 
The cows were purchased in order to maintain the overall herd output following the high number of 
empty cows that were discovered at scanning.  We first looked at the 5 cows that were still to 
calve (above left) before assessing the group that had already calved (above right).  
 
The community group were challenged to come up with suggestions of how to manage these 
cows going forward.  Bearing in mind that they are on average 9 years old, should any be retained 
for breeding?  Should they be sold with calves at foot or should the calves be retained and the 
cows culled? 
 
Group Comments/Ideas: 
 

 The cows were purchased without fully establishing their health status which has put the 
main herd at risk 

 Tissue sampling of young calves to test for BVD was discussed 

 Sell all with calves at foot 

 Select some of the younger/better cows to retain for breeding 

 Wean calves and then sell the cows  
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Focus then turned to the main herd (the above picture shows the group that are due to calve in the 
first three week period from the 1st of June). Discussion here focused on how best to manage the 
process of bringing the start of calving forward to the beginning of May. 
 
Comments and suggestions included the following: 
 

 Cows looking lean 

 In run-up to bulling, need to provide some form of supplementary feeding to manage cow 
condition 

 Why does a system of mixed grazing with sheep operate – does it need to continue? 

 The current bulling period is 15 weeks (13th August to end of November) could be tightened 
up 

 Records from last few years’ calvings show that very few cows calve in August so could 
easily remove bull at the end of October to tighten up the calving 

 To bring calving forward a month, it would be required to put bull out in mid to late July – 
could do this with cows that calved in June? 

 With the conditions of the last few years in mind, it is a tough ask to simply put the bull out 
earlier as cows are not long turned out after a hard winter 

 Gradual pulling forward of calving achievable by purchasing bulling heifers 

 Wean calves earlier? 

 Investigate reasons for barren cows – blood testing 

 Provide better grass in lead up to bulling 
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The cull cows down at the main steading were assessed next with the following comments coming 
forward: 
 

 Why are they still here? 

 In much better condition than when last seen in March meeting – perhaps best decision 
was to keep them on? 

 Been fed on silage in the interim which is now running out – need to sell in next month or so 

 Most in decent condition but still some very lean cows 

 Should have been fed with concentrates from March onward 

 Put out to grass to bulk up 

 Sell live or deadweight? Sell a few live and a few dead and compare 

 Obtain feedback from abattoir on fluke status of those sold direct 
 
 

 
 

Duncan recently purchased a new bull and his selection policy was interrogated with the following 
feedback resulting: 
 

 Make better use of EBV figures 

 Be sure of health status prior to purchase 

 Carry out an MOT as soon as possible 

 Don’t use for bulling heifers 
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The last group that were looked at were the yearling calves and the group were challenged to 
come up with their recommendations for marketing them.  The following feedback was received: 
 

 Currently in good condition 

 Aim to sell in next month or two 

 Retain breeding heifers 

 Separate heifers and retain for time-being for assessment nearer bulling time 

 Home-bred heifers are too small for breeding – especially with longer term aim to put bull 
out earlier 

 Identify local finisher and sell privately 
 
 
 
 
All of the feedback on the various categories of cattle was discussed as a group during the 
afternoon session with a view to drawing up a management plan that was practical for the 
McEwen’s to adopt.  A summary of the finalised plan is laid out on the following page: 
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Arnprior Cattle Management Strategy 
 
Main Herd 

 Feed concentrates pre-bulling 

 Stop mixed grazing where possible 

 Carry out Bull MOT prior to bulling 

 Blood test barren cows following next scanning by taking bloods from a group of empties as 
well as a group that are in calf 

 Ensure that the calving period remains tight by removing the bull at the end of October 

 On account of the current cow condition, bull will go out on 13th of August this year as 
normal 

 From next year, bull will go out on the 1st of August 
 
Bought-in Angus Cows 

 Carry out tissue testing of new born calves for BVD ASAP 

 Wean the calves and sell cows 
 
Breeding Heifers 

 Draw 15 heifers to consider for bulling 

 Strategy should be to buy in bulling heifers 

 Home bred heifers would need to be bulled at a very young age and there is concern that 
they will not be at a sufficient size to carry the bull and deliver a calf naturally the following 
year.  With that in mind the largest framed June born heifers of sufficient weight should be 
selected from the retained group for breeding 

 The success of the current batch of in-calf home-bred heifers will also have a bearing on 
the above decision 

 Bull to be withdrawn after 6 weeks from heifer group 
 
Cull Cows 

 There will be grass available (half of year olds to be sold direct from shed) so put group out 
to grass to improve condition 

 2-3 cows look like they might be in-calf.  PD the group once more before selling the 
remainder over the next month 

 Select 2 lean and 2 fit cows and sell one of each live and one of each direct to slaughter 
and compare the results 

 Obtain feedback of fluke status from those slaughtered directly 
 
Store Cattle 

 Separate heifers to retain for time-being with a view to bulling some of the fit ones - only if 
availability of bought-in bulling heifers is tight 

 Aim to sell shortly – contact auctioneer to come out and assess ASAP 
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Beef Management Group 
 
Following the meeting, a sub-group selected from those that were in attendance were chosen to 
form the beef management sub-group for the duration of the Monitor Farm Programme.  It was 
clear at the conclusion of the meeting that there was quite a range of issues to focus on in the 
development of the suckler herd. With that in mind it was decided to provide Duncan with some 
additional support in implementing the newly established management plan. The sub-group will 
meet between meetings to assess progress and provide further advice where necessary before 
feeding back to the main community group at the next scheduled regular meeting.  The members 
of the group are: 
 

 David Hendry 

 Kyle Campbell 

 David Rock 

 Bruce Duncan 
 
If any other Community Group members have a specific interest in joining the beef management 
group, please contact Stephen Whiteford to discuss further. 
 
 
 
Next Meeting 
 
Tuesday 9th of July, 10am at Arnprior Farm Steading 
 
Agenda: 

 Full tour to asses progress of crops and grass 

 Review of sheep management 

 Introduction of grassland treatment trial 

 Update from beef sub-group on progress with cattle management action plan 

 Discussion on sheep management strategy 
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Appendices 
There was a lot of discussion on cattle health and specifically BVD at the meeting and requests 
were put forward for clarification on testing requirements for home bred and bought in cattle.  With 
that in mind David Gibson has kindly provided two articles that he has written with the aim of 
outlining the requirements in simple terms.  The third article covers calf neonatal disease and has 
been written by David’s colleague Katy Hewitson, Veterinary Investigation Officer at SRUC, 
Craibstone. 
 

BVD – Simplifying Testing for Suckler Herds 
Confusion reigns! Or at least that’s how it feels sometimes. The introduction of the Scottish 
Government BVD eradication programme seems to have caused uncertainty amongst many 
farmers, and vets, over the best way to control BVD in their herds. The best advice is for each 
herd owner to actively pursue a BVD-free herd. Doing this will mean that you comply with the SG 
eradication programme, but more importantly, will ensure a healthier and more productive herd.  
Did you get chicken pox as a child? If you did then you will probably know that, thankfully, you 
won’t get chicken pox again. This is because, in response to the infection, your immune system 
produced special proteins called antibodies that were tailor-made to neutralise the chicken pox 
virus. These antibodies are kept by your immune system for the rest of your life so that you don’t 
get chicken pox again, even if you are exposed to the virus in the future.  
 
Exactly the same is true of cattle and the BVD virus. Cattle infected with BVD virus for the first 
time will produce antibodies that are specific for the virus. These antibodies are retained for life, 
providing protection against future infection.  
 
By taking a blood sample, we can look for the presence of these antibodies. It is the presence or 
absence of antibodies that is important when carrying out a “check test”. A check test is the first 
step to take when trying to eradicate BVD from your herd. Blood samples are taken from five 9-18 
month-old homebred animals from each separately managed group on the farm. The absence of 
antibody in each of the animals sampled indicates that BVD virus has not been active in that 
group; the presence of antibody indicates that BVD virus has been active in the group. The more 
animals that are positive for antibody, the more virus is likely to be present. 
 
When done correctly, check tests are a simple and inexpensive way of establishing whether or not 
BVD virus is present in the herd. The important thing is to act on this information appropriately:  

 If none of the cattle sampled have antibodies for BVD virus, then the herd is regarded as 

free from BVD. The next step is to repeat the check test process the following year to 

ensure that the herd remains free from the virus.  

 

 If any of the cattle sampled have antibodies for BVD virus, then it is likely that BVD virus is, 

or has been, active in the herd. The next step is to find the source of virus.  

 
Finding the source of virus usually means finding an animal in the herd that, due to infection of its 
dam in early pregnancy, is persistently infected (PI) with BVD virus. These animals constantly 
shed virus, acting as a source of infection to other cattle, but often without showing any signs of 
illness. PI animals can be identified by taking blood or ear tissue samples to look for the presence 
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of BVD virus. Blood samples can be collected from cattle above one month of age; tissue tagging 
can be done in any age of animal. If testing of blood or ear tissue indicates that virus is present 
then the animal must be isolated and tested again three weeks later to confirm that it is 
persistently infected. PI animals should then be culled.  
 
These virus tests should be used to screen the entire calf crop as well as all barren cows, bulling 
heifers and bulls. Youngstock not intended for breeding but on the same holding should also be 
tested. Completing this testing should identify all PI animals in the herd, allowing them to be 
removed.  
 
Once this is completed, the next year’s calf crop should be tested for virus in order to confirm the 
herd’s BVD free status. You can then use check tests in subsequent years to monitor the herd’s 
status.  
 
Remaining free from BVD then relies on good biosecurity and testing of all animals added to the 
herd. Vaccination of breeding stock is also recommended.  
By following this process of check testing followed (where necessary) by virus testing, most herds 
should be able to achieve BVD free status in two years or less. All testing should be carried out 
after planning and discussion with your vet; all samples should be submitted with the correct 
paperwork to a laboratory authorised to carry out BVD testing for the SG eradication programme. 
SAC Vet Services are one such laboratory service. 
  
David Gibson 
Veterinary Centre Manager (SRUC, Perth) 
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BVD and Store Cattle 
 
BVD may be the silent assassin of many store cattle across the country. Although more commonly 
associated with fertility problems in suckler cows, this virus is just as dangerous for weaned store calves. 
The systems most at risk are those where store cattle are bought from various sources and housed 
together for fattening over the winter.  
 
To understand the risks associated with BVD, it is necessary to know how the virus moves within a 
population of cattle and what effects it has:  
 
 
 
      
 
 
 
      

   BVD Virus 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   BVD Virus 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Virus is shed by persistently infected (PI) cattle and this virus can infect both adult cattle and calves.  

 When a pregnant heifer or cow is infected then the outcome can be abortion, birth of a weak calf, or 
birth of a PI calf. This PI calf can then infect all other cattle it comes into contact with.  

 When a store animal is infected then the BVD virus suppresses the immunity of that animal making it 
more susceptible to other infections, most commonly pneumonia.  

 Cattle that have pneumonia associated with a BVD infection are less likely to respond to treatment, 
resulting in increased mortality and poor growth rates.  

 Further losses may occur if those PI calves in a group go on to develop Mucosal disease prior to 
slaughter. This disease only occurs in PI cattle and results in loss of appetite, progressive weight loss, 
scour, lameness and death within 10 to 14 days.  

 
Losses due to BVD can be avoided by sourcing your store cattle from herds that are free from the disease. 
This can be difficult when buying cattle at mart sales, however direct purchase from a BVD-free herd is a 
viable way of protecting yourself from this production-limiting disease.   
 

David Gibson 
Veterinary Centre Manager (SRUC, Perth) 
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Maximising neonatal calf performance 
As the spring calving season is drawing to an end for many producers, now is the time to reflect on 
how things went and to plan any changes for future seasons. Accurate recording can help to 
pinpoint where any problems might have started. For example, were there more barren cows than 
usual? Was the calving season protracted? Have outbreaks of scour and pneumonia resulted in 
high medicine bills? Perhaps the calving season has been better than ever and you are keen to 
ensure even more successful years in the future. Arrange a review of your herd health plan with 
your vet and ensure everyone with responsibilities for calving and calf rearing on the farm is 
involved. Measures taken to prevent problems now can avoid poor performance and costly 
disease outbreaks next year. 
 
Successful beef calf rearing starts long before the calf is born with careful selection of sires and 
the planned management of replacement heifers and breeding cows. Beef enterprises across 
Scotland range from small crofts to operations with over 1000 breeding cows so the detailed 
management requirements will vary.  
 
Remember the quality of calves sold is important but the crucial thing is to have a calf to sell! The 
target is to raise 94 calves or more for every 100 cows put to the bull. Some producers already 
achieve this target and although some loss is inevitable there are always areas that can be 
improved upon.  
 
Calving difficulties are a major factor influencing calf death rates. Herds with high levels of calving 
problems experience more calf illness and death in the first few weeks. Factors influencing calving 
difficulty include genetics, nutrition, the culling of problem cows and the environment around the 
time of calving.  
 
Nevertheless, however well these factors are controlled some calving problems will still occur. It is 
important to plan the approach to calving with records kept of any cows with problems at calving 
time. A compact calving period allows better supervision of calving cows and reduces challenge 
from infectious agents due to calves of different ages being kept in the same building or field.   
 
A lot can be learned from pig producers where an ‘all-in all-out policy’ is standard practice. Calving 
outside may reduce disease risk as long as the same fields are not used year after year but can 
provide its own challenges as far as supervision and handling is concerned.  
 
Calves born without difficulty are likely to stand quickly, suckle well and gain good protection from 
infections. If a calf has not suckled within two hours of birth assistance must be given, using the 
dams own colostrum, where possible.  Failing this, good quality stored colostrum from another 
cow in the herd is also suitable. Artificial powdered colostrum does not usually contain sufficient 
antibodies to protect the newborn calf from infection.   
 
Septicaemia (blood poisoning) due to overwhelming infection by bacteria in the environment 
(usually E.coli) is one of the most common causes of death in calves less than a week old. They 
often have low or undetectable levels of colostral antibodies in their blood. Good hygiene is 
essential. You can reduce infection pressure on young calves by avoiding overstocking. Dressing 
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navels carefully with iodine or other suitable product as soon as possible after birth can reduce 
infections. 
 
Diarrhoea can spread rapidly throughout a group of calves and is more common towards the end 
of calving as infectious agents build up. Scouring caused by E.coli infection occurs in the first few 
days of life. Cryptosporidia, rotavirus and coronavirus will typically affect calves any time up to 
about three weeks of age. Isolate scouring calves from the group and treat in a separate hospital 
area. Isolating affected calves early in a disease outbreak has been shown to significantly reduce 
infection spread.   
 
Coccidiosis may affect calves from three weeks of age onwards and if not treated early can lead to 
death. Significant production losses will occur in the whole group, not just in the calves which are 
noticeably scouring. On affected farms preventative treatment for coccidiosis should be included in 
the health plan.  
 
Pneumonia causes huge losses and poor performance in beef calves from a few weeks of age 
until after weaning, reduce the risks with good ventilation and avoid overstocking. It is vitally 
important to always have a dry, draught free area for calves to lie. Consider offering a creep area 
for young calves within the building. 
 
Do not disbud or castrate calves at stressful times, but neither should it be left until weaning, when 
it can result in a significant growth check and may trigger health problems (e.g. pneumonia). 
Disbudding should be done at less than 2 months of age using anaesthetic.  Castration can be by 
rubber rings in the first week of life. Surgical castration later on is more likely to cause a growth 
check and by law should only be carried out by a veterinary surgeon.  
 
Finally invest in a weighing crate and know the optimum daily live weight gains for the system 
used. Monitoring and recording helps identify problems and allow correction early on.  Records for 
all stages, from birth to sale, should be accessible, accurate and easy to use by everyone 
involved.  
 
Katy Hewitson 
Veterinary Investigation Officer (SRUC, Craibstone) 
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