
VET'S CORNER

To pull or not to pull?
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lT lS NEVER A joy to drive into a farm for herd health,
only to find a dead calf or two lying outside the barn
ooor.

While difficultcalvings and stillborns are commonplace
on all dairy farms, it is possible to help prevent some of
them. This article will explore the topic of calving
assistance and will hopefully provide some useful

calving tips for farm owners and employees.
The estimated stillbirth rate in Ontario is around six

per cent. Although many stillborn calves are anatomi-
cally normal at birth, autopsies have revealed the cause

of death in up to 25 per cent of calves is related to
cracked ribs, internal bleeding, and torn diaphragms.
These injuries can be the result of improper calving
assista nce.

First, it is important to know which group of animals

are more likely to need help. First-calf heifers are a high
risk group. lt is estimated that one out of four heifers
may need some type of calving assistance. Heifers are

2.5 times more likely to need assistance and two times
more likely to have a stillborn calf than olden cows.

Another high risk group are cows with milk fever.

Some of these cows may not be "downers" yet,
however, their uterine muscles lack the calcium required
to make forceful contractions. Often their birth canal

is fully dilated, so assistance can be easily given.

Heat stress during the hot summer months may also

lead to exhaustion and interruption of calving.
Veterinarians are often asked, when should calving

assistance be given? A general rule is within two hours
of the "water breaking". lf no visible progress has been
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It's better to intervene too early on a calving, than too late,

but don't be overly in a hurry to get the calfout
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made within two hours of the appear-

ance of the water bag, it is time to in-
vestigate. Remember, there are two
sacks surrounding the calf.

The water bag, or chorioallantois, is

the first to break, and contains a clear-

yellow, watery fluid. The second sack,

closest to the call is the amnion.

Within this sack is a more mucus-like

fluid, which lubricates the birth canal

du;ing calving. lf any of these two
sacks have been visible for more than

two hours, help may be needed. lt is

better to intervene too early than too
late, so when in doubt, check it out!

Once you have determined it is time
to assist, you will need some basic

supplies: a rope, a halter, a bucket of
water, disinfectant soap, paper towels,

calving chains and handles, a head

snare, lubricant, disposable sleeves,

and a tail tie.
After restraining the cow, tie her tail

out the way and wash her vulva. Now
put on a disposable sleeve and apply a

generous amount of lubricant on the
sleeve and around the birth canal.

Keep the lubricant clean and continue
to re-apply throughout the calving.

Next, determine if the calf is coming

head-first or backwards, if the head is

present within the birth canal or twist-
ed back, and if the calf is upside down

or not. An upside down calf usually

means the uterus is at least partially
twisted.

The next step is determining if it is

safe to pull the calf, or time to call the
vet. One set of guidelines suggests

that for a head-first call if one person

can pull out the front legs, one at a

time, so that the knees are visible at
the vulva, it is safe to pull, as long as

the head is also within the birth canal.

With a head-first calving, take your
time. Try only to pull during the cow's

contractions and don't be in too big
a hurry.

Pulling one front leg at a time will

help ease the wide shoulders into the
birth canal. Once the nose is out, the
calf can breathe, and pulling can be

delayed momentarily, allowing further
dilation. Occasionally a head snare

may be needed to guide the head

through the birth canal properly.
Another common circumstance is for

a large, head-first calf to become

hip-locked. To correct this problem,

you will need to rotate the calf a quar-

ter turn, so that the widest part ofthe
calf's hips line up with the widest part
of the cow's birth canal.

This quarter-turn is made easier by

gently pushing the calf back into the
cow before attempting the rotation. lf
turned properly, the calf should now

be able to be pulled out sideways

instead of straight down.
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For a backwards calf, it is safe to pull
if two people can pull out the hind
Iegs so that both hocks are visible at
the vulva. The backwards calf should
also be rotated as mentioned above,
completing a quarter-turn before any
pulling begins. Both legs can be pulled
at the same time for these calvings.

With a backwards calving, time is

more important. Once the hips have
entered the bony birth canal, the calf
should be pulled out within two
minutes. At this point, the umbilical
cord has either ruptured or become
pinched off and the calf will be
deprived of oxygen.

lf the cow is lying down while calving,
let her remain that way. lt is easiest if
she lies with her right side down.
Some vets prefer to have the cow lie
down and will cast her with a long
rope. lt is often safer for the assistant
and more comfortable for the cow ln
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addition, with the cow down, gravity is

no longer working against you.
However, if the calf's position needs
to be corrected it is easier if the cow is
standing and there is less pressure
within the uterus.

Before pulling any calf, it is wise to
manually dilate the vulva and birth
canal for five to 20 minutes, using a
generous amount of lubrication.
Repeatedly push both hands into the
birth canal and push your elbows out-
wards. This stretching will help
prevent vaginal tears once the pulling
begins.

The use of excessive force to pull
calves can lead to stillbirth and damage
to the cow. While calving jacks may be

needed occasionally, they can exert
up to 2000 pounds of force. In com-
parison, two strong people will only
exert 400 pounds of force. lf possible,
try to pull the calf using two people
first. Even though it may take longer,
it will allow a more natural dilation of
the birth canal and reduce the risk of
nerve damage. A calving jack should
only be used as a last resort.

In summary, the above recommen-
dations are only a brief introduction
to proper calving technique.
Remember, your veterinarian is a

valuable resource on this subject. Ask
your veterinarian to help train anyone
on your farm involved with calving and
aim to decrease your stillbirth rate. @


