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Improved technologies will aid heat
detection temqe in suckler herds
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»Two beef herds in
research projects

» Calving prediction
stillin its infancy

By Wendy Short

THE technology to accurately
identify suckler cow heats is
producing some good results, al-
though the use of the same
systems for cost-effective calving
prediction is still in its infancy.

Producers who attended an
Eblex-organised event were how-
ever told the latest techniques
might encourage more beef pro-
ducers to make use of heat detec-
tion technologies, which in turn,
would also allow them to take
advantage of better genetics
available through AL

Vet Dan King, of Bishopton Vet-
erinary Group in Ripon, North
Yorkshire, explained two beef
herdsin Yorkshire had been cho-
sen to host a research project,
aimed at finding the most suc-
cessful method of heat detection
in suckler cows.

The results from a remote

telemetry activity meterand aru-
minal temperature bolus were
measured against each other, as
well as against visual observation
by the herd managers.

Cows were blood or milk prog-
esterone-tested, to confirm
whether bulling results were cor-
rect, In addition, the technologies
were compared for their ability to
accurately predict calving.

“Heat detection for dairy cows
has needed to become highly so-
phisticated, due to reduced
oestrus expression and limited
skilled labour, but it is much more
of a challenge in beef herds,” said
Mr King.

“Our study showed the activity
meter system was more effective
than the ruminal temperature bo-
lusesat heat detectionon both tri-
al farms.

“On the first holding, it alerted
the herd manager to 63 per cent
of oestrus activity, while the rumi-
nal temperature bolus and visual
observation methods achieved
equal results of 44 per cent 'I'he
use of all three methods co:
produced a figure of 75 per cent
heat detection in this herd.
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Heat detection
is much more
of a challenge

in beef herds
DAN KING

Cows on the activity meter trial were fitted with a collar which
transmits information, building a picture of the cow's behaviour.

“The rumen bolus technology
did not transmit and receive
successfully on the second farm,
possibly due to local radio inter-
ference. However, the activity
meter achieved a level of 86 per
cent heat detection in cows at
grass on this holding.”

Activity meter
Cows on the activity meter trial
were fitted with aneck collar con-
taining a motion sensing tag. It
transmits a signal to a mounted
ontrol box, connected to a per-
sonal computer or stand-alone
control unit.

The system builds up a picture
of the cow’s “‘normal’ activity be-
haviour and alerts the operator
(by email or text) to any significant
changes in activity, which could
indicate the onset of heat. [t can

also highlight low activity, which

could point to a health problem.
Widely used in the dairy industry,
it has not yet been perfected for
beefherds, said Mr King.

“Dairy cows can be walked
past the reader several times a

day on their way to and from the
parlour, but naturally this rou-
tine cannot be replicated in
suckler cows.

“Historically, success with beef
herds has been limited, but we

Al best practice

PRODUCERS considering the use
of Al for their suckler herds wil

looked at modern systems, which
have alonger signalling range and
therefore hold much greater po-
tential for commercial use. Butin
this study, we concluded current
activity meter equipment could
not consistently detect whether a
cow is about to calve.”

Bolus

' Itis recognised a cow’s tempera-

ture rises as it comes on heat and
decreases as it is about to calve.
The rumen bolus is designed to
pick up these changes and relay
the information to a personal
computer and mobile phone. The
bolus, administered by dosing
gun, settles in the rumen and
transmits data via radio signal to
areader box, sited close by.
“Early issues with the cows re-
gurgitating the boluses were over-
come by attaching the bolus to a
magnet. This increased its weight

and held it in position more effec-
tively," reported Mr King. “To
achieve accurate temperature
readings, the bolus must be in
place for at least three weeks be-
fore heatis due, to generate a tem-
perature baseline for each cow.
“On the plus side, one rumen
bolus should last the cow a life-
time, which means the system is
cheaper than the activity reader.
The bolus also showed potential
as a way of predicting the onset
of calving; a change in tempera-
ture was noted across several

vings.

“Since the end of the first year
of the study, a more advanced
model of the bolus has been
installed. The range has been ex-
tended and it also has a memory
function, so read frequency has
significantly improved. This
makes it much more suitable for
use in the field.”




