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Prevent abomasal ulcers

lN A TYPICAL YEAR, I only occasionally

diagnose abomasal ulcers in dairy
cows. The overwhelming majority are

seen in the spring (March through

June) and in early lactation cows.

There have been exceotions to this
seasonal trend. The fall of 2002 was

a prelude to a bad spring of 2008
with regard to abomasal ulcers. I am

seeing the same pattern this year.

What are the typical clinical

symptoms? The only diagnostic
clinical sign is blood in the manure
(melena).

The manure is darker than normal,

often black and tarry. Appetite is poor.

Often affected cows will only eat long

stem roughage, such as hay. But they
are reluctant to eat TMR rations,

silages, grains and concentrates. In the
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Abomasal ulcers are more prevalent
in grazing dairy cows in the spring and

earlv summer
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absence of dark, tarry stool, it
difficult to conclusivelv arrive at
diagnosis of ulcers.

Other herd characteristics that are

often a prelude to clinical abomasal
ulcers or occur simultaneously with
abomasal ulcers include: low herd
butterfat per cent, a higher percent-
age of the herd with lower butterfat
percents (with a relatively normal
herd butterfat), increased incidence
of displaced abomasums, variable and

often low herd dry matter intakes, a

wide variety of manure consistencies
within the herd on any given day from
very loose (diarrhea) to firm, and

individual cows that are loose or firm
one day, and the opposite a day later
and a higher incidence of lameness in
the herd (sole ulcers, white line

abscesses and hemorrhagic soles) .

It is my opinion that abomasal
ulcers are relatively common in many

early lactation cows on today's dairy
farms, but that the ulcers are subclin-
ical. A survey ofcows sent to abbatoirs
found that 2'l per cent had nonper-
forating ulcers with no history or
clinical evidence of the disease before
slaughter.

Of these, 32 per pent were anemic

(indicating that they were losing
blood from the abomasum), and 44
per cent were hyperproteinemic (high
blood protein), which is typical in

chronic blood loss.

What are they caused by? To date,
there has been no established reliable

cause and effect relationship.
However, the close relationship of
the disease to parturition (calving)

suggests that a combination of the
stress of calving, the onset of lacta-
tion and the high-level grain feeding
is associated with the disease

(Veterinary Medicine, 1 Oth Edition).

The disease also seems to be more
prevalent in grazing dairy cows in the
spring and early summer, and in

those cows that have other illnesses.
The cancer form of bovine [eukosis
(lymphosarcoma) can cause

ulceration due to its predilection for
the abomasum.

It is my opinion that there are sev-

eral practical causes for ulcers in

cows, and these causes are directly
related to the diets of dry cows andl
or milking cows. The offending diets
have one or more of the following
cha ra cteristics:
rirl Too low in effective fibre (forage

fibre in sufficient length to induce

cud chewing)
i,;ij Too high in energy (starch),

particularly readily fermentable

starch (HM corn)
r',;.:i Too easily sorted. The TMR is too

dry and/or the forage particles are

too long

J+ Too much difference in the far-off,
close-up and milking cow diets with
respect to physical and nutrient
composition. A fresh cow diet after
calving before transitioning to the
milking cow diet is often helpful to
reduce the incidence of ulcers.

Unless component fed herds (top-
dressing, non-TMR herds) these herds
are willing to feed many meals per day,

they will be slug feeding their cows

causing huge swings in rumen pH with
periods of low rumen pH. This applies
to dry cow rations as well.

Highly digestible diets can also be a

challenge. Forages harvested (haylage

and corn silage) in 2002 were relatively
low in fibre, but the fibre (as measured

in the lab) was highly digestible. The
same is true for many forages harvest-
ed in 2009, particularly the first cut
haylage. Forages increase in

digestibility as they ferment. An ensiled

forage will be higher in digestibility in

Aoril than it was in November. This

contributes to the seasonal incidence

of ulcers.

Cows that are oastured in the late

spring and early summer when the
grass is lush and young, are consuming

a low fibre, highly digestible diet.

What can you do to prevent
abomasal ulcers?

lf you pasture in the spring and

early summer, feed the cows some

long stem forage (a) during milking

(before feeding grains and concen-
trates in component herds), and (b)
make it available on pasture (hay
feeder).

lf you component feed (top dress),

feed long-stem forage at least one

hour before feeding the silages and

grains, divide daily grain and concen-
trate allotment into at least four
meals a day, feed a buffer and feed a

"poor man's" TMR by hand mixing the
silages and grains in the manger with
a fork.

lf you feed a TMR, perform a Penn

State Separator analysis of the TMR,

and of the weigh back and if neces-

sary, add properly chopped straw or
hay to add effective fibre. Add water
to the TMR if the ration is too dry
(.45 per cent moisture). Ensure that
the far-off dry cow ration, the close-

up ration, fresh cow and milking cow

diet are not drastically different so

that the rumen gradually adjusts to
increased starch and lower fibre levels;

feed buffers such as sodium bicarbon-
ate and ensure that there is adequate

bunk space in the transition groups in
free-stall and bedding pack barns

(three feet per cow with a post and

rail, and 2.5 feet with self locks).

Abomasal ulcers are preventable! O
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FOOD-PACKACINC PRODUCTS
made from dairy ingredients could
provide a viable alternative to petro-
leum-based packaging products, ac-

cording to a chapter written by
United States Agricultural Research

Service (ARS) scientist F"ggy
Tomasula for a new book, "Dairy-
Derived Ingredients: Food and
Nutraceutical Uses."

The book was written by an interna-
tional team of contributors and pub-

lished by London-based Woodhead
Publishing in October 2009.lt serves
as a guide to new developments for
the dairy and nutraceutical indus-
tries, as well as researchers in those
fields.

Tomasula works at the ARS Eastern

Regional Research Center (ERRC) in

Wyndmoor, Pa., where scientists are
developing strong, biodegradable
dairy-based films that are better oxy-
gen barriers than petrochemical-
based films. Tomasula leads the cen-
ter's Dairy Processing and Products
Research Unit.

Most food packages are made of
multilayer films that are thin, continu-
ous sheets of synthetic polymers. But
consumers and food retailers are con-
cerned about the waste generated
during the manufacture of such pack-
aging. Many, it seems, are interested
in replacing petroleum-based pack-
aging with biobased packaging.

Tomasula's chapter in the new book
is titled "Using Dairy Ingredients to
Produce Edible Films and
Biodegradable Packaging Materials."

The chapter focuses on films made

from dairy proteins, with an emphasis

on those based on casein and whey,

the major proteins found in milk. lt
also covers research efforts to im-
prove the proteins' mechanical and

barrier properties so that these natu-
ral materials eventually could be used

in a variety of future applications.
As a dairy ingredient, casein shows

good adhesion to different sub-
strates. But while casein is an excel-
lent barrier to oxygen, carbon diox-
ide, and aromas, it is a weak barrier to
moisture. Because the water-soluble
nature ofthose proteins poses a chal-
lenge, much of the research on edible
casein films to date is directed toward
improving their water-vapor-barrier
properties.


