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Get to lame cows earlier and break the lameness cycle

Why is lameness so darn hard to minimise on-farm? More than 80% of lameness in NZ dairy cows is due to claw horn lesions (white line and sole disease).  The longer a cow is lame, and with each subsequent bout of lameness, inflammation within the hoof can result in permanent damage, putting the cow at risk of further lameness. One of the biggest risk factors for lameness is a previous case lameness.

So how can we break this cycle of lameness leading to more lameness? The bottom line is we need to take action earlier. There are 3 key steps: 
1. Monitor – identify lame cows earlier. Lameness scoring needs to be done regularly by farm staff and/or your vet/vet tech. For an easy guide to scoring see the DairyNZ lameness scoring webpage
2. Manage – treat lame cows ASAP after identification with a trim, block and 3 days of pain relief such as KetoMax to reduce pain and inflammation.
3. Minimise – Reducing pressure on the cows with good management will help to keep hooves healthy, however, identifying and treating lame cows earlier are 2 of the best tools we have to minimise further lameness.  You have to do both, there is no point doing one without the other!

The importance of earlier identification & effective treatment
A UK study1 assigned lame cows into 4 different treatment groups, they were then assessed 35 days later to identify their “cure rate”. The group that received pain relief (3 days of KetoMax), trim and a block had by far the best outcome, with 56% of cows not being lame 35days after treatment compared to only 25% in the trim only group. Effective treatment such as this will also get that lame cow feeling better and grazing quicker, which will help to reduce any drop in productivity and body condition. Also, of note with this study is that lameness scoring was done fortnightly to detect lame cows, showing that: the combination of early identification and effective treatment gives the best outcome for lame cows.

The following cure rates were observed: (based on sound lameness score 35d after treatment)
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The challenge on farm is finding the time to do it….and if no one enjoys the job it just won’t get done. So, upskill the farm team in how to identify and treat lame cows (contact your vet clinic for training options), build time into the day to get it done – just like you do for monitoring other diseases such as mastitis, and break the lameness cycle! And don’t forget to give pain relief for at least 3 days to reduce the pain and inflammation.

1Thomas, HJ et al, 2015. Evaluation of treatments for claw horn lesions in dairy cows in a randomized controlled trial Journal of Dairy Science  
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