
 

 
 

 

DairyNZ advisory: Southland Swedes - Urgent Request for Information 
 

Friday 24 September 2014 

This advisory provides advice on managing cows that have been affected from feeding on swedes. The next 

advisory will be circulated next Tuesday and will focus on planning for next year’s crops. 

 

Good practice management of cows in early lactation is essential irrespective of whether your herd 

has been affected from grazing swedes.  In addition to the routine feed budgeting, identifying at risk 

cows and developing a plan for mating there are some additional factors you may need to consider for 

cows that have had health issues related to feeding swedes.  

 

Identification of at risk cows includes:  

 Metabolic disease - milk fever and/or ketosis 

 Loss of excessive condition 

 Assisted calving 

 Retained foetal membranes or metritis that required treatment 

In addition, herds with health issues related to feeding swedes you should identify:  

 Cows dropping in milk production compared with herd mates 

 Diagnosed liver damage (blood test) 

 Photosensitivity. Signs of this include: 
- cows seeking shade (if available) 
- reddening of the udder and skin damage to white skin areas 
- restlessness shown by skin twitching; flicking of ears and tail; irritability; and stomping. 

Options for ‘at risk’ cows 

 

To reduce stress and competition, draft into a separate herd then implement the following management 

options:  

 Assess individual cow body condition scores on a regular basis to have confidence that your 
management plan is working.  Consider getting an independent person in to do this.  A list of DairyNZ 
accredited BCS scorers is available at dairynz.co.nz/bcsassessors 

 Be vigilant with monitoring cows for disease i.e. ketosis, mastitis and metritis 
Cows with ketosis exhibit the following symptoms - hair standing on end over withers and back, dull 
eyes or neurological signs including aggression, chewing on unusual objects or blindness 

 Plan for cold wet weather events by identifying sheltered paddocks with higher pasture covers and 
ensuring ample high quality silage or hay is available 

 Work with your veterinarian on appropriate trace mineral programmes, treatments for cows with 
subclinical disease and metricheck programmes 

 Have a plan around pre-mating heat detection to identify non-cycling cows.  Work with your 
veterinarian early to devise a plan for non-cycling cows. 

In addition, for cows with swede specific health issues:  

 Provide shade for cows with photosensitivity 

 Consider once a day (OAD) milking for light body condition cows, young cows and/or cows with 
ketosis. OAD milking may not be appropriate for cows with photosensitivity as it may worsen udder 
pain and increase kicking at cups on 

 Avoid continually shifting cows between mobs to reduce social stressors 
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 Work with your veterinarian on solutions for severely compromised animals (i.e., those that are 
suffering and/or may not fully recover).  Humane slaughter now may be the best option in some 
cases.   

Grazing management for compromised cows  

 For cows with clinical ketosis feeding regimes for the next 1-2 weeks need to encourage intake. 
Offering good quality silage or hay, PKE, PKE/grain blends or molasses are all options to increase 
intake in affected cows. For further treatment advice, talk to your veterinarian. 

 Select paddocks with good quality pasture, closer to the shed to reduce walking distance 

 Separate at risk cows into a different herd. These cows need to be preferentially fed 

 Don’t force them to graze to target residuals and provide supplements where possible. These 
paddocks can be grazed to target residuals in the next rotation or “cleaned up” with a topper or mower 
later 

 Have a feed budget for the main mob and this attention mob.  Any deficits to be filled with good 
quality supplements (i.e., milking cow supplements). Work with your farm consultant on feed budgets 
and available options and discuss your plans with your banker. 

Options for under grown youngstock  

 

Management over the next 6-8 weeks is crucial for optimal reproduction.   

 Weigh all yearling heifers to identify those that are behind on their target liveweight and daily weight 
gains 

 Separate light animals out and preferentially feed on high quality pasture and silage/baleage, if 
required to make the feed budget work 

 Be vigilant managing internal parasites and work with your vet to ensure trace mineral levels are 
adequate 

 If out at grazing involve your grazier in the plan for these animals and schedule regular visits to see 
how they are progressing. 

Talk with your veterinarian and farm consultant for advice specifically tailored for your individual situation. 

 

Look after yourself 

 

We’ve been in contact with the Rural Support Trust and any farmers experiencing stress need to know that 

there are plenty of people they can turn to for advice and support, including the Trust (0800 787 254), their 

neighbours, Federated Farmers and local DairyNZ staff. We are here to support and advise farmers and help 

them cope. We know how stressful it can be to deal with cows dying or getting sick, particularly in the Spring 

when cows are calving and milking. 


