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Underst anding Somatic Cell Count s, “Bite by Bite”

by George Cudoc

Q: How do you eat an elephant?
A: Onebiteat atime.

Anyone who has ever attended a business senpiagicipated in a personal self-improvement program, or been given advice on proble
solving has possibly been asked that question befbine. answer invariably has a relaxindeef, letting the person open their mind to a
solution comprised of many small but manageable steps. It draws them in, instilling resolve and belief that yes, they can deal with the
phant in the room.”

Reaching your set milk quality and udder health goals as determined by Somatic Cell Counts (SCC) may be that “elephant” in the
Herds that are the best equipped to deal with lowering SCC already test their cows on a monthly DHI program and have establishec
points across the herd using SCC déthaether you are blessed with successful management strategies that produce low SCC milk and
want to get even betteor find yourself struggling to get below the 750K legal limit, improvements are most likely by the “one bite at
time” approach.

When we need immediate actions to reduce SCC, we can look at th&aBllkContribution reporfThe report ranks cows by the dast
contribution of somatic cells to the total milk being produced. Removal of those cows temporarily while treating or permanently thra
culling will have the fastest return for our actioAstions on the first 3 cows below with contributions of 10% or greater certainly car
improve milk quality the quickest.
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After these immediate actions, we should ask ourselves what we need to do on an on-going basis to improve mille queatityo view

current as well as historic information about our cows and herd to see if management changes can reduce the risk of cows having
SCC. Itis helpful to look at SCC by category to find those opportunities. For instance, new infections on fresh cows mighfereed a dif
strategy than new infections during the lactation. Of the 12 highest SCC cows in the above report, only 1 happens to be a newly fre:
That is good news for the current month, but what about performance in th&easd® look at a graph of new infections as well as fresh
infections to see where the most beneficial action plan would be. New infections shown by the bars indicate that rates have been co
between 5 and 12 percentu@ies show that it would be desirable to stay below 10%, and for the most part, this herd stays near that be
mark. On the other hand, we should stay below 20% infection rate for fresh cows, and it is obvious from the graph that we seldom
that low of a percentage. SCC improvements are far more likely if we address the causes of the high percent infection rate in-the fre
mals. It is interesting and often overlooked that not all SCC fixes are in the milking herd, yet that is the only place that we can measure
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Another bite of the SCC elephant is determining the likelihood that we can cure cows once we have identified those cows that are in
If our efforts have been minimal at treating infected cows, do they cure themselves over time or do they become chronically infected?

graph, at the top, we can see that for the past 3 test periods, the cure rate is improving and the percentage of cows being chr
infected is lowered by nearly half.
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The following chart, on next page, can be used for setting goals for your herd if you are interested in improving SCC levels. Listed are
primary focus areas where SCC can become a challenge. Keeping new infection levels below 10% monthly is best achieved by fol
good management practices for the milking herd. Proper milking procedures and reducing exposure to mastitis causing pathogens «
to meeting this goal. Maintaining chronic infection rates less than 10% of the herd monthly requires identifying infected cows and qu
and knowing the right treatment protocol as determined by culture results. Cows infected when they calve or shortly thereafter less the
of the time requires success at the end of the previous lactation. Dry cow treatment to cure those infected cows before going c

preventing new infections for uninfected cows is a good start to achieving this goal. Sound management to maintain clean and health
and prepare them to calve successfully with few problems will also help meet this goal.



. New Chronic Fresh

Top <5% <5% <10%
Ok ~8% ~8% ~15%
Not ok 10+% 10+% 20+%

Anyone who has ever experienced the challenge of a high Somatic Cell Count c:
relate to the unpleasantness of milking infected cows. Just about all dairies have ¢
goals to lower SCC at one time or anoth€hether the purpose is to meet the legal
guidelines to sell milk or capture milk quality payments for low SCC, every dairy
can benefit from approaching the challenge of lowering SCC with a step-by-ste
plan that is “Eating the elephant, one bite at a time.”



