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Subclinical milk fever- hidden disease

Milk fever and subclinical milk fever are ‘gateway diseases’ in 
that they predispose cows to transiti on failures. Low blood 
calcium reduces muscle contracti on. Muscle contracti on 
is important for rumen and abomasum functi on, closure 
of the teat sphincter, uterine contracti ons during calving, 
expulsion of fetal membranes and uterine involuti on. Low 
blood  calcium reduces feed intake resulti ng in greater body
fat mobilizati on aft er calving. Furthermore, low blood
 calcium directly impairs immune system functi on. Hence
low blood calcium is associated retained fetal membranes, 
uterine disease (Metriti s and endometriti s), Ketosis and 
fatt y liver, LDAs, masti ti s and impaired  reproducti ve 
performance. The cost of clinical milk fever has been 
esti mated to be £250 per case.

Some herds can experience a high incidence of subclinical 
milk fever without experiencing overt clinical cases. Young 
animals can be suscepti ble to subclinical disease; one study 
found 25% of heifers, 41% of second lactati on cows and up 
to 54% of fi ft h lactati on cows had evidence of subclinical 
milk fever. It is therefore important that dry cow diets are 
formulated specifi cally to reduce milk fever risk rather than 
solely relying on strategic calcium supplementati on of high 
risk cows at calving.

Research has shown up to 57% of cows suff er from low calcium levels post calving. A signifi cant 
proporti on of cows with low blood calcium have subclinical milk fever (show no classic signs of clinical 
milk fever). For every case of clinical milk fever there can be up to 5 cases subclinical milk fever. 

Risk factors for milk fever include:

• High BCS at calving
• Older cows
• Jersey/Jersey cross cows
• High levels of dietary potassium 
• Low levels of dietary magnesium 
• Inappropriate DCAB 
• Low feed intake around calving  

Diagnosing a subclinical milk fever issue on farm is done 
through blood sampling cows within 12-24 hours of calving. 
Urine pH testi ng can also be a useful tool to assess the acid base 
balance of the dry cows to determine their risk of milk fever 
issues (DCAB diets)

Preventi on revolves around manipulati ng acid-base balance of 
a cow through strategic dietary manipulati on (DCAB), provision 
of adequate levels of magnesium and supplementi ng calcium to 
high risk cows at calving. Another strategy commonly uti lised is the 
inclusion of a calcium binder in the close to dry rati on. 
This eff ecti vely increases the cow’s ability to mobilise her own 
calcium reserves around calving. 

Grass can be rich in potassium which can hinder the acid 
base balance control of milk fever. To formulate a low 
DCAB forage for dry cows which would be more suitable for 
reducing the risk of milk fever:

• Use small acreage and plant long-lived grass; avoid 
clover leys

• Use moderate to heavy nitrogen ferti lizati on 
(14-18kg/Ha at harvest)

• Avoid ferti lizati on with potash or manure
• Harvest grass twice a year (June and September but 

avoid autumn fl ushes)FIGURE ONE: Increased risk of other peri-parturient diseases associated with milk fever
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We send our clients marketing communications that include reminders for animal vaccinations and healthcare treatments, news information on the practice, animal welfare (such as disease awareness education) events and latest related 
product offers. If you do not wish to receive these marketing communications please speak to a member of the Oakhill Team (contact details above). We hope that what we send is useful and you will continue to want to hear from us!

Bovine TB

The fi nal red rose meeti ng focused on Bovine TB and we looked at what we can 
be doing here in Lancashire to keep TB out of our county. Some of the main take home 
points included:

• England has the most bovine TB in Europe. The disease has cost the tax payer £500 million in 
the last 10 years. The esti mated average cost of a herd TB breakdown is £34000 

• The skin test has limitati ons; it is only 80% sensiti ve (will only pick up 4 out of 5 animals 
infected with TB)

• TB is a very slow developing disease in catt le and is therefore diffi  cult to diagnose in the animal 
during the early stages of disease. 70.5% of reactors that are slaughtered have no visible lesions 
(no indicati on of TB on visual inspecti on) and of the animals with no visible lesions, 95.7% are 
negati ve on culture (failure to isolate TB). The skin test is very specifi c (99.98%; 1 false positi ve 
per 5000 uninfected animals tested) therefore positi ve skin test animals are highly likely to be 
infected with TB irrespecti ve of the post mortem and culture results.

• Badger proofi ng your farm can help prevent badger to catt le transmission 

• The bug that causes bovine TB can survive in slurry for up to 6 months. Spreading infected 
slurry onto grazing pastures poses a possible transmission risk

• ibTB map is available online to look for TB incidence in certain areas. This can help with 
assessing risk when purchasing catt le. 
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If you’d like to catch up on this talk or any of our previous Red Rose talks, including those from 
Young farmer series or our sheep series, go to the Oakhill Veterinary Centre Youtube channel.


