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Take Home Message –  
 
Consider the benefits of having an animal health plan 
 
Identifying the factors which influence livestock performance is 
complex, however keeping performance records allows for more 
accurate decision making 
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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 

Over 60 people attended the 5
th
 Orkney Monitor Farm Meeting on a day when frost and 

snow made travel conditions hazardous. Herd health planning formed the major part of 
the day with discussion led by local vet, Bob Norquay. This incorporated results from the 
recent blood testing of the cows for fluke, worm and trace elements. 
 

 
Aim of the Project: 
 
To improve both the technical efficiency and the finances of the Monitor Farm and other 
farms within Orkney. 
 
Aim of the 5

th
 Meeting: 

To make farmers aware of the benefits in having and implementing an up to date animal 
health plan 

 

 

2.0       FARM UPDATE 
 

Steven and Lorraine Sold 10 charolais x heifer calves on the 19
th
 December. They 

averaged 373kg which equated to a daily liveweight gain of 0.67kg/head/day. Keeping 
them on for this extended period raised them £77/head. However an estimated £70 of 
costs were incurred which covered straw, silage, feed & boluses & dosing costs. The 
straw alone was estimated to have cost £25/head which is making Steven contemplate 
installing further cubicles  
 
The remaining heifer calves (sim & saler) were re-weighed on 19 January. They 
averaged 350kg equating to a dlwg 0.64kg/head.  
 

 

3.0  MILLBURN’S MISSING KG’S  
  

Analysis of the weaning weights of the calves at Millburn over the last 3 years had 
revealed a noticeable decline. It was therefore decided that the community group should 
attempt to ascertain why this may be occurring. As some of the data for the heifer calves 
was not available in all 3 years, it was decided to analyse the data for the steer calves 
only.    
 
Table 1. weaning weights of steer calves in 2010, 2011 and 2012. 
 

 2010 2011 2012 

Charolais X 367kg (24) 340kg (17) 318kg (18) 

Simmental X 338kg (5) 342kg (13) 329kg (6) 

Salers X 305kg (11) 309kg (14) 289kg (16) 

Gross Weight 13853kg 14552kg 12322kg 

Average 346.33kg 330.73kg 308.05kg 

 
Based on these figures, if the 40 steer calves produced in 2012 averaged the same 
weight as those in 2010, at £2.10/kg they would gross £2711 more. 
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Before passing the community group any further information we asked them to suggest 
all of the possible reasons which may have contributed to this decline. This is what was 
suggested: 
 
Difference in Charolais bulls (genetics) 
Poorer cows to Charolais bulls 
Higher stocking density 
Increasing spring barley area relative to grass 
Poorer weather in 2011 and 2012 (shorter summer) 
Turn out time in spring delayed 
Health issues in herd 
Date of weighing calves 
Accuracy of scales  
Calving date differences (slipped) 
Replacement heifers milking less 
Differences in quality of grass 
Declining fertility in grass fields 
Difference in quality of silage  
Increasing Greylag geese population reducing available forage 
Lower survival rates in bigger calves 
 
Graham Scott then presented data which he and Steven had collated beforehand which 
attempted to show whether some of the suggestions were likely to have influenced the 
weights: 
 
 
 

Stocking rates 
 

Table 2. Stocking Rates at 15 May each year 
 

 2010 2011 2012 

Cows 85 93 105 

Bulling heifers 20 26 21 

TOTAL 105 119 126 

 
Table 3. Grass and spring barley area 

 

 2010 2011 2012 

Area of grass (ha) 118.65 (293 acre) 119.13 (294 acre) 113.2 (280 acre) 

Grass/head 1.13 ha/head 
(2.8 acre/head) 

1 ha/head 
(2.5 acre/head) 

0.90 ha/head 
(2.2 acre/head) 

SB (ha) 8.34 (20.6 acre) 9.3 (23 acre) 12.94 (32 acre) 

kg of steer beef/ha 116.75kg/ha 122.15kg/ha 108.85 kg/ha 

 
 
One of the groups suggested that the figure for kg of steer beef/ha was not significant 
as the proportion of heifers was unknown each year. This was a fair comment, however 
the main conclusion that could be drawn for the information in tables 2 and 3 was that 
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the number of breeding animals in the herd had increased significantly since and the 
forage area had decreased. It was therefore suggested that this increase in stocking 
rate was likely to have contributed to the fall in weaning weights. 

 
 

Calving Pattern and age of calves 

 
 Table 4. Calving Pattern 

Percentage of cows calving in 3 week blocks 

Weeks 1-3* 4-6 7-9 10-12 Herd size 

2010 62% (65) 32% (34) 6% (6) - 105 

2011 67% (80) 24% (28) 9% (11) - 119 

2012 59% (74) 27% (34) 12% (15) 1% (3) 126 

Target 65% 25% 7% 3%  

Table 4 suggested that the calving pattern had become more strung out in 2012. 
However, as the start of calving is defined as 285 days after the first day the bull goes 
in, this table did not actually highlight whether there was any difference in the ages of 
the calves each year. 
With this in mind, it was decided that the actual average age of the calves be calculated 
each year. 
 
Table 5. Average age of all calves in days at 3

rd
 May each year 

2010 2011 2012 

48 48 51 

 
Table 5 highlighted that the average age of the calves were very similar in each of the 3 
years and that this was unlikely to have contributed to the difference in weaning weights. 
 

Bull Genetics 
 
All of the groups highlighted that it was primarily the performance of the charolais  
calves which contributed to the drop in weaning weights and therefore the use of 
different bulls in each of the years could be influential. 
 

 Table 6. Charolias Bulls used each year 

 2010 2011 2012 

Elrick Alexander 13 17  

Carwood Andy 11   

Corrie Digby   8 

Unigarth   10 

Total 24 17 18 
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Table 7. Charolais bulls EBV’s on 200 and 400 day weight 

 200 day Wt. (kg) 400 Day Wt. (kg) 

Elrick Alexander +16 (59% acc) +32 (58% acc) 

Carwood Andy +19 (65% acc) +30 (63% acc) 

Corrie Digby +21 (67% acc) +30 (66% acc) 

 
 
The 200 and 400 day weights of the 3 bulls were very similar and the % accuracy of 
these figures suggested they would be reliable. However, it was not possible to compare 
the Unigarth bull as there was no EBV data for him. Steven highlighted that this bull was 
brought into the herd during the breeding season to replace a charolais bull that had 
fertility issues. Had the cows settled first time, the calving would have been much tighter, 
surpassing both the previous years. It therefore cannot be ruled out that the genetics of 
the new bull influenced the weaning weights. 
 
 

Cow Genetics 
 
Table 8. Daily liveweight gain of all calves at weaning based on their Dams. (Birth 
weight of 40kg deducted) 

 7/8 Simmental Shorthorn X Salers Simmental X 

2012 1.21kg 1.13kg 1.15kg 1.12kg 

 
 
The data in table 8 shows the average daily live weight gain of the calves between birth 
and weaning based on the main breeds of suckler cows in the herd. As none of the 



6 
 

calves had been weighed at birth, we deducted 40kg off every animal. The information 
showed that the calves from the 7/8 Simmental cows had the highest weight gain with 
the Simmental X’s realising the poorest. 
 
To highlight the difference between the 4 main cow breeds we quantified the difference 
in sale value of 100 calves from each cow: This was based on a weaning date of 220 
days @£2/kg. 
 
100 weaned calves from the 7/8 simmental are worth £3250 more than the Shorthorn X  
100 weaned calves from the 7/8 simmental are worth £2640 more than the Salers  
100 weaned calves from the 7/8 simmental are worth £3960 more than the Simmental X  
 
Unfortunately we did not have the data to carry out similar comparisons in years 2010 
and 2011. Instead we provided information on the steer calves only (table 9) which 
showed a similar pattern. 
 
Table 9. Daily liveweight gain of all Steer calves at weaning based on their Dams. (Birth 
weight of 40kg deducted) 

 Simmental 7/8 Shorthorn X Salers Simmental X 

2010 1.39 (16 cows) 1.26 (9 cows) 1.21 (8 cows) 1.28 (5 cows) 

2011 1.27 (20 cows) 1.25 (7 cows) 1.23 (12 cows 1.23 (4 cows) 

2012 1.23 (12 cows) 1.18 (10 cow) 1.21 (10 cow) 1.09 (5 cows) 

Average 1.3 1.23 1.22 1.20 

 
 

Table 10. Composition of main suckler cow breeds at Millburn 

 7/8 Simmental Shorthorn X Salers Simmental X 

2010 30 (39%) 21 (28%) 15 (20%) 10 (13%) 

2011 31 (35%) 25 (28%) 21 (24%) 12 (13%) 

2012 27 (28%) 26 (27%) 24 (25%) 18 (19%) 

 
The data in tables 8 and 9 highlighted that the 7/8 simmental cows produced the calves 
with the best live weight gains and that the simmental X cows produced the calves with 
the poorest live weight gains. This however became more meaningful when the 
composition of cows breeds within the herd was analysed. Since 2010 there has been a 
clear shift away from the 7/8 simmental cow to the simmental cross. This is likely to 
have influenced the decline in weaning weights. A member of the community group 
pointed out that we were not comparing like for like with the 4 groups of cows as they 
were being run with different breeds of bull. This is correct with the shorthorn x and saler 
cows, however the simmental cows were all put to similar bulls. A second point raised 
concerned the age of the cows. As the business had taken the conscious decision of 
moving away from an almost pure Simmental cow to a Simmental cross using homebred 
animals only, it would be expected that there would be were more 1

st
 time calvers in the 

Simmental x herd. This would undoubtedly have influenced the result. 
 
To highlight one of the reasons why the business has decided to alter the type of cow in 
the herd we produced statistics on calving and feet issues (table 11.)    
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Table 11. Feet and Calving issues with cows in 2012 herd 

 Simmental 7/8 Shorthhorn X Salers Simmental X 

Number of cows 
which  had feet 
paired in 2012 

5 (5.3%) 0 0 0 

Cows which have 
had at least 1 
caesarean during 
their lifetime 

9 (9.5%) 1 (1%) 0 0 

 
 
Having presented the data in tables 2 – 11, we asked the attendees to suggest whether 
Steven and Lorraine should take steps to try and address the decline in weaning weights 
and if so, what? This is what was suggested: 
 
Apply more fertiliser to the grass 
Select charolais bulls with improved growth rates 
Reduce spring barley area 
Re think type of cows used in herd 
Consider different breeds of bull (Aberdeen Angus) 
Do not make any changes 
Calculate the vet costs v kgs for the change in cow breed type 
Analyse the soil for any nutrient deficiencies. 
 

 
 

4.0 BLOOD SAMPLING   
 

Bob Norquay BVM&S MRCVS from the local Northvet practice presented the results 
from the recent blood sampling at Millburn (see figure 1.)  
The vitB12 levels are an indication of cobalt levels and these were considered to be low. 
The copper levels were within the normal range, however Bob highlighted that this 
reflected the levels within the blood at only a single point in time and that a much more 
meaningful measure of copper is made through analysing the liver. It was also 
mentioned that there are antagonists to copper which can impede its availability even if it 
is present at acceptable levels. Molybdenum is an example of an element which can 
reduce copper uptake. 
The Iodine level (Plasmall) was not measured on an individual basis due to costs but 
was instead pooled together and revealed as one. This pooled value was considered 
low, however it is strongly influenced by what the animal consumed in the 3 days prior to 
sampling. There is also a link between iodine and selenium whereby if one is low, the 
other would tend to be low as well. 
The selenium levels (GSH-PX) were variable. They ranged from 42 – 107 with 60 
deemed normal. Bob also suggested that there was no firm evidence to suggest iodine 
levels are linked to proximity to the ocean. Low iodine levels can affect calving and can 
lead to poor, weak calves. 
Pepsinogen is a measure of worm damage in the stomach and 3 animals had quite high 
readings in excess of 4.0. Worm damage should be at low levels in mature animals and 
dung sampling would provide further information. More of a concern was the fact that 
the more mature animals that are not showing signs of damage may be significantly 
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contributing to the worm burden on the farm and compromising the health of the 
younstock 
The fluke readings (FLKEL) showed only one animal to have been exposed, however 
this could have occurred at any point during its lifetime. It was considered that fluke was 
not a problem on the farm. 
 

 
Figure 1. Millburn Blood Sampling results 
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Bob Norquay also delivered an excellent presentation on herd health plans and what they 
should cover. He stressed that they are highly beneficial for vets when investigating health 
issues on a farm citing that “if you have measured it, you can manage it”.  
 
Ken Lawson of the local SGRPID office then gave a run down of how funding can be secured 
through Land Managers Options (LMO) for health plans. He explained in detail what each of the 
10 sub options entailed and how much money corresponded to each.  Through questioning 
from the audience it emerged that there may be instances where producers who are partaking 
in the Sheep Scab Control option may not be fulfilling the scheme requirements. The guidance 
states that if “it is found you have claimed for this specific option but have not carried out any 
control, we will recover any money already paid to you.”  

 
5.0 ANIMAL HEALTH QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS 
As an addition to the talk from Bob Norquay on herd health planning, it was decided that we 
should gather some data in advance on what farmers in Orkney are actually doing. We posted 
out the questionnaire detailed below and received 44 replies. The results are detailed from 
page 10, with Steven’s responses marked in red. 
 

 

 
Millburn Monitor Farm Questionnaire 

 
1. Do you have a herd health plan for your farm? Yes No 

  
2. Please indicate with a  which of the following you routinely vaccinate against: 
 
Rotavirus    
BVD       
Leptospirosis   
Blackleg    
Other (specify)   ………………………………………………………..  
 
3. Please indicate with a  whether you follow any of the following replacement policies for BVD, Lepto, Johnes and campylobacter 
       IBR BVD Lepto Johne Camp  
       
Purchase bulling heifers from accredited herds         
Purchase bulling heifers from herds of unknown status       
Purchase in-calf heifers from herds of unknown status       
Purchase cows with calves at foot         
Purchase young bulls that have not mated from accredited herds      
Purchase, hire or share bulls that have been used in other herds      
Buy calf to set-on (calf finished and not retained for breeding      
 
 
4. Do you apply iodine to the navels of newborn calves? Yes No 

 

 
5. Please indicate with a   whether you supply minerals to the following classes of livestock: 
 
    When housed  When at grass 
Suckler Cows         
In Calf Heifers        
Bulling Heifers        
Store Cattle        
Fostered Calves        

 

 
6. Do you routinely administer Liver Fluke control products to your cattle? 
Cows   Yes   No 
Calves   Yes  No 
Stores  Yes  No 
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7. Do you routinely administer Gut & Lungworm control products to your cattle?  
Cows   Yes  No 
Calves   Yes  No 
Stores  Yes  No 

 

 
8. What do you consider to be the greatest health issue affecting your herd? 
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………… 

 
Please complete and return the questionnaire to: The SAC at Martside, Grainshore Road, Kirkwall.  

 
 

QUESTIONNAIRE RESULTS (MILLBURN’S RESULTS IN RED) 
 

(1) Do you have a herd plan for your farm? Yes        No 

 
72%  28% 

 
 
(2) What do you routinely vaccinate against? 
 

What do 
you 

routinely 
vaccinate 
against? 

Rotavirus BVD Leptospirosis Blackleg Pneumonia Naval 
Ill 

Lungworm 

 37% 67% 47% 53% 9% 2% 2% 

 
(3) What is your policy on replacements? 
 

 BVD Lepto Johne Camp IBR 

Purchase bulling heifers from accredited 
herds 

21% 5% 9%  5% 

Purchase bulling heifers from herds of 
unknown status 

7%     

Purchase in-calf heifers from herds of 
unknown status 

5%  5%   

Purchase cows with calves at foot 9% 2% 14%   

Purchase young bulls that have not 
mated form accredited herds 

51% 21% 40% 7% 12% 

Purchase , hire or share bulls that have 
been used in other herds 

16% 5% 9%  2% 

Buy calf to set-on (calf finished and not 
retained for breeding) 

9%  2%   

 Appendix 1 indicates the element of risk associated with each scenario. 
 
(4) Do you apply iodine to the navels of new-born calves?  Yes  No 
         86%  14% 
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(5) Do you supply minerals to the following classes of livestock? 

 

When 
Housed 

When at 
grass 

Suckler cows 93% 33% 

In Calf Heifers 91% 28% 

Bulling Heifers 70% 23% 

Store Cattle 77% 30% 

Fostered Calves 74% 21% 
 
 
(6) Do you routinely administer liver fluke control products to your cattle?  
 

 
       Yes No 

Cows 53% 47% 

Calves 42% 58% 

Stores 42% 58% 
 
(7) Do you routinely administer Gut & Lungworm control products to your cattle? 
 

 
      Yes          No 

Cows 63% 37% 

Calves 88% 12% 

Stores 86% 14% 
 

 
(8) What do you consider to be the greatest health issue affecting your herd? 
 

Mastitis 1 

Johnes 4 

Foot Problems (Digital Dermatitis) 4 

Infertility 1 

Scour/septicaemia 1 

Pneumonia 9 

Coccidiosis 1 

Schmallenberg (in future) 2 

Navel Ill 2 

Non-specific neonatal calf mortality 1 

Mycotoxins 1 

Lack of quality colostrum in in-calf heifers 1 

Mineral deficiency 2 

Greylag Geese 1 
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Comments on questionnaire results 
 
It was pointed out that herd health plans are only useful if the information gathered for the 
annual review is comprehensive and up to date. Poor data gathering will not help the vet to 
resolve any health issues should they arise.  The tendency of farmers to dip navels with iodine 
was not a foolproof safeguard against joint ill. There are numerous incidences of farmers with 
good stock hygiene who routinely apply iodine to navels and still have problems. And 
conversely, there are farmers who never touch navels and have no health issues. 
The use of mineral supplements was expectedly widespread, however it did not highlight the 
large differences between products.  
Finally, resistance issues are a concern with the control of internal parasites and products 
should be rotated.  
 

7.0 NEXT MEETING 

 
The next meeting is provisionally arranged for Tuesday the 12

th
 of February but this will be 

confirmed in the local press. 
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Appendix 1.  
 

 


