
VET'S CORNER

lf a herd has 50 calvings per yea[ it should have no more than two

left displaced abomasa before being considered above average

A LEFT DISPLACED ABOMASUM (LDA) or "twisted

stomach" is the most common health condition requiring

surgery on most dairy farms.

While dairy vets make part of their living performing

these surgeries, or toggles, we derive greater satisfaction

from discovering the root of the problem. We know that

the cow's lactation will suffer and her ability to become

pregnant will decline.

lf a farm oniy has an LDA every two or three months, it is

quite easy to overlook this as a problem. However, accord-

ing to recent published studies, the average rate of LDAs

in North America is only between 3.7 to7 per cent. Based

on these findings, if a herd has 50 calvings per year, they

should have no more than two LDAs before being consid-

ered above average.

Excessive LDAs are a sign that your transition cow pro-

gram needs some work. However, the conversation about

transition cow health should happen long before you see

an increase in LDAs. There are other tools and herd data

that may provide warning signs.

Transition cow data should be reviewed by your vet on a

regular basis and the following questions should be

artswered.

Have you seen an increase in other health disorders,

suth as: milk fever, metritis, or ketosis? Has your repro-

ductive success in early lactation been poor? Do more

than I0 per cent of your dry cows have a body condition

score over 4.0? What percentage of your cows lose more

than 1 unit of BCS from calving to 65 days in milk?

Furthermore, have your peak milks been sluggish? Are

Table 1 - Maximum allowable number of LDAs based on

farm size.

50

200

your milk components in early lactation abnormal? Does

greater than 40 per cent of your herd have low protein:fat

ratios (less than O.75) at their first test? This can be an

indicator of subclinical ketosis, which can lead to LDAs.

The dry cow's environment and nutrition also have a

huge impact. ls the dry matter intake (DMl) of your cows

in the last three weeks before calving less than 12 kg?

Do you mix heifers and cows together in the close-up

group? Do you use maternity pens? Do you move cows to
another area within nine days of calving? lf the answers to
these questions are yes, your herd may be at greater risk.

There may be social stressors at play which prevent your

transition program from achieving its potential.

Once you have reviewed your herd data with your vet,

the next step may be to do some metabolic testing. Many

transition cow experts are now recommending testing for

NEFAs and BHBA on a regular basis.
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Table 2 - Cutpoints and Alarm Levels for NEFA and BHBA Tests

NEFA - blood

BHBA - blood

Elevated NEFAs (Non-Esterified
Fatty Acids), before or after calving,

are a sign your transition cows are

mobilizing too much body fat to meet

their energy demands. Two blood
samples, taken 1 week before calving
and one week after calving, can be

sent to the lab by your vet.
High NEFA levels have been associ-

ated with increased risk of LDA, metri-
tis, ketosis, and early culling. They are

also linked to decreased milk yield and

pregnancy rate.

BHBA (Beta Hydroxy Butyric Acid) is a

ketone that can be used to assess the
level of ketosis in an animal. BHBA can be

.l 
week pre-calving ' 0.5 mmol/L

* 1 week post-calving ,157" (2/12 cows) 8X higher risk of
LDA

> 2s% (s/12
cows)

3.6X higher risk of
LDA

easily measured on-farm using one of
three methods: the Keto-Test milk strips,

the Keto-Stix urine strips, or a new digi-
tal device, called the Precision XTRA,

which looks similar to the glucose meters

used by human diabetics.

BHBA can also be measured in the

blood, using the same sample you send

to the lab for NEFA testing.

In an ideal situation, a producer would
test every cow and first lactation heifer

for BHBA once a week, for the first three
weeks of lactation. Or, you could incor-

porate testing into your biweekly herd

health routine. Not only will this help

identify animals that need treatment,

but it may also help to determine when

your cows are becoming ketotic.

In summary, solely monitoring the
number of LDAs on your farm is not a

good enough prevention strategy. This

is an "after the fact" program, which is

much less valuable than using metabolic

testing and herd data to detect subclini-

cal levels of disease.

Try to be proactive, rather than
reactive when it comes to preventing
disease. Make metabolic testing a

routine part of your transition cow

screening program and aim to discov-

er early signs of trouble before the vet
needs to sharpen his scalpel. @

Figure 1 - Schematic Approach to LDA

Prevention

*Leblanc et al.. 2005
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