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Qestrus detection in Holstein cows is difficult. Hormones to induce
oestrus or for fixed-time artificial insemination are now commonly
prescribed to facilitate, or remove the need for, detection of oestrus.
The acceptability of pharmaceutical intervention to overcome short
fallings in management is discussed, including from the wider
perspective of global food security. Public perception and the
veterinary profession’s engagement with the public over potentially

controversial issues are raised.

he reproductive  performance of
dairy cows has been in decline for
several decades (Royal et al, 2000,
Moore and Thatcher, 2006; Hud-

son el al, 2012). Over this time period, mar-

ket forces have driven efficiency savings and
led to genetic selection for production traits,
particularly increased milk yield. High genetic
merit Holstein dairy cows show less obvious
signs of vestrus and for a shorter period of

time compared with their lower vielding pred-

ecessors (Fignre 1), making oestrus detection
inherently more difficult than in the past (Do-
hson et al, 2008; Yoshida et al, 2009). Man-
agement factors such as sub-optimal housing
ll(’S‘j.ll\. may contr ibute 1o Poor oestrus expres-
sion (and hence detection) per se, or by exae-
I‘.‘ll] i[lu ol ||('|' "‘P”lli‘il’l‘x. l‘hl'l'l.'l.l'”l\ IJ"‘“‘”\".\"\'
(Walker et al, 2008). Other factors that may
make vestrus detection \'lhl“ungkllg include: a

lack of skilled labour; the time available for oe-

strus detection (as herd sizes have increased):
il" Fl.'i“- l’l)llllll l\ill\ “IR: :”\‘] [I“' Lli}hL'll('l' l'l. a
bull on some farms,

Hormones are now commonly used in
many different clinical contexts to aid bovine
reproduction (Figure 2), However, this article
focuses on using hormones in lactating dairy
cattle without reproductive  pathology, for
two purposes: 1o facilitate oestrus detection

|J_\' II'I(.[I[CI['I}{ oestrus, and to remove the need

for oestrus detection by allowing fixed-time
artificial insemination (AL Tible | presents,
in no particular order, a summary of some of
the potential advantages and disadvantages
of prescribing hormones o induce oestrus or
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for fixed-time Al (Higgins et al, 2013), Please
note Table 1 is not exhaustive

Acceptability in the face of

poor management

In the specific situation where management
problems exist that are contributing to poor
oestrus expression and are not being ad-
dressed, the acceptability of using hormones
in the long term to induce oestrus or for fixed-
time Al is controversial. The advantages and
disadvantages identified in Table | are all rel-
evant to the debate. In addition, it is worth

g that given there is an economic neces-
sity for cows to become pregnant to avoid cull-
ing, same practitioners may justily prescribing
because they consider it wrang to let some
animals be culled that could be saved, espe-
cially given they have sworn an oath to ‘'ensure
the health and welfare of animals committed
to my care’ (Roval College of Veterinary Sur-

geons, 2012). This may be argued on an indi-

vidual cow basis, in that culling a cow that is
otherwise fit and healthy (just not pregnant)
is not in that specific animal’s own best in-
terests — given that otherwise she has a ‘life

worth living. While fit and healthy animals

are routinely culled for meat hl']li\,il 15 not in
the animal’s own best interests), the differ

ence here is that practitioners have a choice

over prescribing something (or not) that may
alter the outcome in favour of the individual
cow they are presented with living for longer.
Muoreover, some people take the view that
culling is the ultimate insult to animal wel-

fare. However, a utilitarian analysis of ‘do the
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Figure 1. Bulling behaviour, such as chin resting, can be hard to detect in high yielding dairy cows.

‘do the greatest good for the greatest number’

m favour not |vrc.‘.c|'i]sin}.',. since this may

perpetuate the management problems, and
have health and welfare implications for the
whole herd. Furthermore, it could be argued
l]l.“ liﬁl[]}: ]]l'r]l]‘]l‘ﬂ‘ﬁ to ][]li’n'\l' 1‘(‘[“"'[‘ may
mean that there is more choice over which ani-
alth

problems to be culled sooner, thereby improv

mals to cull, enabling cows with chronic |

ing wellare. Farms with poor management are
likely to have more cows with chronic health
problems and hence are more likely to benefit
from any such effect, Thus, in the face of poor
management, using hormones to improve
culling choice at a herd level is also an argu-
ment against the use of hormones, because
it is a mechanism by which poor management

is perpetuated.

When management problems ex-
ist, do the panel consider it accept-
able clinical practice to prescribe
hormones (to induce oestrus or for
fixed-time Al) to the majority of
eligible cows, in the long term?
Richard Murray replies:

The first step should be to determine whether

the dairy cow is cyeling and, if so, can better ob-
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servation of vestrus behaviour within a defined

time period suffice. Even in very large herds, this

should be the preferred strategy using 1mined

ask of heat

stockmen dedicated o this specific
detection, perhaps using activity monitors as an
aid. The definition of ‘management problem’
should be addressed: in this contest, it is a herd
where insufficient time and money has been
invested in cattle breeding. In herds where a
‘problem’involves other risk factors such as inad-
equate nutrition, poor Al technique or perhaps
endomeritis, the use of hormones to influence
reproduction efficiency will have little impact.
Despite the widespread use of hormones in
north American dairy herds, to improve produc-
inable strategy for UK

tivity, this is not a sus!

dairy herds in the mediumAong term.

David Black replies:
Over the past few years, many dairy farms

have struggled to maintain profitabili

level that allows appropriate reinvestment,
We as vets, have a role to play to ensure that
dairy farming improves in profitability, which
in turen is largely driven by the health and wel-
fare of the animals. Suboptimal fertility is the
ultimate multi-factorial prablem, and as such.

there will be no ‘quick iy’ Therefore we must
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use our veterinary expertise 1o continue sup-

porting our dairy clients by addressing as m

W
of these components as possible. To do this
we must use all the appropriate tools available
1o us which could include the strategic and

monitored use of hormones. It can readily be

there are more serious health and

.llj.:ut'd u
welfare

sed by delaved conception.

5 Cal
With the majority of management discase in
:f.|ir_\' cows occurring at or around parturition,

it is important that the dairy cow is managed
effectively, which includes re-establishment
of pregnancy within a reasonable number of
days, so that she can be dried ofl and calved
again in optimal health and body condition
By vets working together with nutritionists

and other Farm consultants, taking a holistic

approach, efficiencies should improve which

will allow increased reinvestment in facilities,

equipment and training. As we address any

structural or ma nent shortfalls on a farm,

there will in turn be a reducing requirement 1o

hormonally induce oestrus.

Mike Christie replies:
Current milk price is now averaging 32 ppl
20 vears ago it was 24-26.5 ppl. The costs

involved in farming have risen hugely in the

n




