
Fowlescombe Animal Health Plan

General Policy

The overall aim is to provide stock with an environment that promotes their good physical and mental health, which should in turn reduce the need for treatment with veterinary products. A key factor in maintaining stock health is frequent and careful observation of the stock to spot problems quickly. Stress should be minimized by providing a good natural diet, developing good stock handling techniques and facilities, and allowing the stock to live in family or other groups (whether in field or housing) such that they can exhibit their natural behaviour.
 We are not yet in organic conversion but the organic guidelines will be used as a standard we would like to attain.

Frequent resort to dosing with chemicals is the wrong approach and, for example, excess use of untargeted wormers and automatic use of antibiotics in dry cow therapy can lead to problematic drug resistance in the disease organisms. Careful monitoring of stock should aid early detection of problems allowing treatment when it is actually required. Judicious use of vaccination will still be employed for certain diseases; although this is contrary to current organic guidelines it is surely beneficial to animal welfare. The aim of controlling the use of veterinary products will not compromise the use of veterinary advice. Homeopathic treatments will be considered for future use, but to date we know little about these.

Our land is known to be deficient in certain essential trace elements. Regular soil and leaf testing will be used to monitor this and deficiencies may be partially corrected by applying calcified seaweed or other approved substances as appropriate. Currently animals are also given access to molassed mineral licks; in time this may be refined to more specific supplements in line with organic rules.

New stock housing has been designed with animal welfare in mind; one aspect is good ventilation to reduce the risk of respiratory diseases. Stock will be kept outside until weather conditions and the state of the pasture dictate the need to bring them indoors. After turnout the barns will be thoroughly cleaned and disinfected and a high level of hygiene will be maintained in birthing environments at all times.

Staff and visitors need to be aware of how disease may be spread to stock (and from stock to people). Sources include vermin, wild birds, wild mammals, dogs and dirty footware, clothing and vehicles (ours and other people’s) and other stock. It is impossible to eliminate risk but it can be controlled. Farm dogs and cats are wormed; we employ a pest control company for rodent control; some of our food stores need to be better secured against vermin and birds and we are drawing up plans to improve these.

There is a vehicle disinfection point near the entrance to the farm for use when deemed necessary. Vehicles used for livestock movements are thoroughly disinfected for journeys off site and on return. Visiting vehicles should not drive into livestock areas or on to the land without permission, and cleaning and disinfecting them will be necessary at those times.

Good boundary fencing should keep out neighbouring stock; fencing was almost non-existent when we took over and a few areas remain to be fenced this year. Stock numbers are such that we can now maintain a closed herd, apart from new bulls and rams at times. New animals will undergo a quarantine period and may need veterinary examination and treatment before being allowed to join the main stock.

Our Veterinary Practice

Now know as Gabriel, Grills and Associates of Moorhedge Veterinary Practice, Bittaford.
Telephone: 01752 892 700

Animal Handling

Cattle: The cattle race and crush will be set up for minimum stress to both cattle and humans. The feed passages in the livestock barn will act as holding areas. Young stock, fat cattle for the market and pregnant animals in the earlier stages of pregnancy can all be weighed to monitor their condition. Fat cattle will be weighed regularly and fed accordingly to ensure satisfactory finishing before thirty months. Potential breeding bulls should be trained on the halter to assist with handling and bull rings should be inserted by the time they are one year.

Sheep: Sheep will be handled with a sweep hurdle into the race and rollover crate (if used) and then sorted into small pens. The sheep are small, horned and used to be handled with a personal approach so the rollover crate has not been needed. Many of the sheep have been halter trained by their original breeder and potential breeding rams should become used to the halter. Some animals are less stressed if haltered and tied to a hurdle for treatment rather than held conventionally.

Worming

Currently we will worm in the spring before lambing or cattle turnout. The animals were not wormed at any other time in 2001 and no problems were apparent. Stock are kept at low density levels and the careful rotation of cattle and sheep around the land over time should allow us to establish a clean grazing system. Most of the grassland is permanent, much of it of conservation interest, so it cannot be ploughed and reseeded. There is limited scope for this with a few fields in an organic rotation plan.

When wormers are used for large numbers of animals, they will need to be changed each year. Ivermectin products must not used as horseshoe bats are present. However, in the unlikely event that an ivermectin is strongly recommended for a problem with an individual or a small number of animals this will be used rather than compromise animal welfare. Cydectin is acceptable in this context.

Currently, when an animal shows symptoms indicative of intestinal worms, dung samples may be taken to the vet for analysis. We are intending to get a kit to allow us to do our own faecal egg counts so use of wormers can be targeted where required.

Husk is not usually a problem with beef suckler cattle in well ventilated buildings and there is no evidence of infection at present.

Ectoparasites

During the season when flies are a problem cattle are treated with Deltramethrin (Spot on) and sheep are treated with Cyromazin (Vetrazin). Spot on is also effective against flies in sheep and lice on both cattle and sheep and can be used when infection is detected. (Lice are easily visible with low powers of magnification.)

We have not had to deal with sheep scab to date, and a closed flock policy should protect against this. There are no dipping facilities on site: treatment would be by a mobile dipping contractor or injection. Dipping with Flumethrin is permitted for known or suspected cases of scab under current organic rules but not as a general prophylactic. Clearance would need to be sought on the use of Cydectin.

There have been some cases of red water fever on the farm in the past where animals have been on the rough grazing in the damp meadows at the bottom of the valley. This habitat is suitable for the ticks that carry the disease-causing organism. No cases have been recorded in recent years but animals will be monitored for ticks in particular when they use those fields.

Vaccinations

Currently sheep are given HeptaVacP against Clostridial diseases and Pasteurella before lambing. Cattle have been vaccinated against Blackleg on veterinary advice. No other vaccinations are currently used as our veterinary practice has made no other specific recommendations on vaccination against other diseases. Farm policy on these will be subject to review should cases of diseases occur where effective vaccines are available. Further information will be sought on herd health plans for other diseases such as leptospirosis.

Foot and Horn Health

All the cattle will have their feet examined while in housing, probably in February, and their hooves will be trimmed as necessary. Routine footbaths are probably not necessary for the whole herd but this policy may need to be reviewed. Zinc sulphate or copper sulphate may be used in footbaths but the hooves should be clean and dry before the animals stand in solution. Veterinary treatment will be used where there is obvious infection. Foot hardeners should not be used. At other times during the year stock are checked at least twice each day so should a problem develop it can be spotted quickly and individual animals will be given further remedial treatment if required. As the cattle are naturally polled horn removal is an unlikely problem.

The sheep will all be scheduled for foot inspection and hoof trimming in October prior to tupping and a couple of months before lambing. To reduce the risk of introducing infection during treatment the sheep can be run through a footbath of water to clean their hooves. They will then need to be left on hard standing until their feet are dry. Footshears should be dipped in 10% zinc sulphate solution between different animals to prevent cross-contamination. The parings should be removed and burnt. Afterwards the animals can be put through a footbath of zinc sulphate solution. It is doubtful that run-through products are effective and standing time of up to one hour is ideal –  an unlikely prospect but standing time of a few minutes should be feasible. (Clean zinc sulphate solution can be stored and reused, solving the disposal problem.) Where an animal has had an antiseptic or antibiotic spray on its feet it should not go through the footbath as one product will inactivate the other. Foot hardeners should not be used. As with the cattle when the stock are checked each day should a problem develop individual animals will be given treatment if required. Particular attention needs to be paid when conditions are wet and muddy. Horns will also be checked at the time of regular inspections as a few of the sheep have rather close set or inward turning horns, which may need some trimming.

Some individual animals are more prone to foot and horn problems than others, and long term the aim will be to eliminate the problem if possible by careful breeding. The sheep do better in foot health terms in fields where there are rocky outcrops or areas of hard track. It may be possible to ensure there is some such area available in all fields used for sheep. Occasionally an animal or small number of animals may need to be isolated, treated and kept on hard standing for a few days. If footrot is found the rest of the flock should be moved to fresh grazing and not returned to the infected pasture for at least three weeks.

Other Common Problems

Ringworm appeared in the cattle during their first autumn on the farm and on some new stock brought on in 2001. It is endemic on the site and after initial exposure animals seem to build up immunity to it. No treatment is recommended by the vet but affected animals have been given Zinc-enriched mollassed mineral licks as this is believed to help.

Orf has not been experienced to date. Contact with other sheep should be avoided and visiting handlers such as sheep shearers need to observe proper hygiene measures. On clean equipment and buildings the virus is easily eliminated by various disinfectants. On most sheep orf clears up within a few weeks, but in small flocks infected animals can be isolated and brought indoors to limit spread. Bedding will need to be destroyed and the building cleaned and disinfected afterwards. Antibiotics do not help with orf but may be needed to treat secondary infection. In such cases veterinary advice will be sought anyway and advice will be needed for dealing with ewes and lambs where the teats or the mouth are badly affected.

New Forest Eye was a problem with a few cattle in housing in 2000 and veterinary treatment beyond the use of antibiotic ointment was required. The causative organism is carried by flies and may well be frequently present. Irritation or damage to the eye could be the factor that triggers infection so care is taken to move the cattle back from the feed barriers when silage is being aimed into feeding troughs by the Teagle. When their bedding area is being replenished they are moved forward to the feeding troughs so the straw is shot in over their heads to the section beyond. Two Hebridean ewes, a mother and daughter, have a recurrent conjunctivitis problem resembling New Forest Eye. Whilst this seems to respond quickly to antibiotic ointment it also keeps recurring and the problem is being monitored by the vet, although obvious physical problems with the eye, eyelashes etc. have been discounted.

Calf pneumonia has not been a problem to date. Hopefully good ventilation in the buildings will prevent a problem arising.

Reproductive Health Issues

Animals should be condition scored before mating and monitored during pregnancy and lactation. Allowance must be made for the primitive breeds of sheep kept on the farm as they are naturally lean and tend to be a half score lower than standard breeds for the same level of nutrition. Fatness is unlikely to be a problem in these sheep, but some animals lose considerable condition after feeding twins and triplets and may need some supplementary feeding to restore condition. NB: supplementary feeding is not allowed on Countryside Stewardship pastures.

Cattle should be weighed to check for calf growth. Animals showing poorer condition will need their food intake increased, whilst those becoming too fat if outside may need to be put on poorer grass. Where animals have had a problem in the past they may be brought in to housing for more careful monitoring during late pregnancy. For example, one cow has had two bull calves die within hours of birth and with no obvious physical or genetic fault. The vet has advised close supervision in case she herself is causing harm.

To help identify bulling cattle, any interest amongst the cattle, male or female, should be noted. Tags will be cleaned and checked regularly to ensure ease of identification. In the field relatively few actual matings will probably be seen but the general behaviour of the bull towards particular females may be observed. The vet may be asked to PD animals on occasion. Scanning is probably not a practical proposal for cattle for this type of farm where the bull is run with the herd and calving is over an extended time. Pregnant cattle in the last trimester housing should be fed 2kg concentrate (or crimp) per day, increased to 3 kg if carrying twins, with ad lib silage or haylage and straw from bedding to bind up.

With sheep, scanning may become the policy in future years. The advice from someone offering this service locally based on running tups with ewes for 6 weeks is to scan forty days after the tupping period so the ewes will be in the range of 40-80 days pregnant.
 The ewes could then be separated into groups and in the last two months of pregnancy fed concentrates at the rate of 150g/head per day for singles, 300g for doubles and 500g for triples with ad lib hay or haylage.

Most labours in both cattle and sheep will proceed naturally without recourse to intervention. Should a particular bull cause problems with large calves he will not be used on heifers in future. Although an individual sheep may have much lower monetary value than an individual cow, veterinary help will always be called for any animal giving cause for concern.

Although the sheep flocks are pedigree most ram lambs will be castrated, using rubber rings in their first week. Many owners of small flocks recommend keeping primitive breed ram lambs entire, partly because they feel they grow better when entire and it can be difficult to assess the lambs for potential breeding quality at an early age. Primitive sheep breeds, however, generally need a full year to reach a marketable carcass size and keeping large numbers of sexually maturing young rams is somewhat problematic. In addition the traditional breeds butchers want wethers and will not accept entire rams.

The cattle herd is pedigree so bull calves will not be castrated automatically. A number of better calves will be kept entire and judged closer to six months old, when castration will be performed by the vet. Any bull calves to be kept as prospective breeding bulls will have to be separated from heifer calves by this stage.

All young stock will be allowed to wean themselves naturally if possible, ideally at about ten months for cattle and four months for sheep. If the most advanced ram lambs are showing signs of sexual maturity the flock will be divided to allow all lambs adequate suckling. NB: creep feeding is not allowed on Countryside Stewardship pastures.

Natural weaning will greatly reduce the risk of mastitis but additional precautions will be needed if young animals have to be weaning slightly early. Special attention will be needed for cases where the young have died at or soon after birth and no substitute young is available on the farm. (Bringing in young from elsewhere is not an option with a closed herd/flock policy.) Milking off a little to relieve pressure without stimulating more milk production may be sufficient action to avoid mastitis developing and the need for antibiotic treatment. Occasionally a ewe produces more milk than her lambs will take and the udder may become painfully engorged. Cleanliness in the housing environment and milking off just sufficient milk to reduce the pressure until lambs and milk production stabilise should prevent further problems.

When calves are weaned in winter the animals are in housing. The cows will be dried off on a clean bedding area with the feed passage kept clean and their feed intake will be reduced. Their udders will be checked and if they feel hard the vet will be contacted for antibiotic treatment. In summer the cows will be dried off on poor grass fields, avoiding wet fields or areas with bracken to reduce the risk from flies. Spot on will also be used to control flies. With the sheep weaning will usually be in late summer when the ewes are already being treated with a product to protect against flystrike. As with the cows their udders will be checked for any hardness or redness developing and antibiotic treatment will be given if advised by the vet.

Scrapie

Our sheep belong to two breeds of the Northern short-tailed type of sheep, one a rare breed and one a minority breed. It is believed that these are not noted for high levels of the favoured scrapie resistant gene although there appears to be a very low incidence of scrapie in the breeds. It appears extremely rare though not unknown in Hebrideans and unknown in Manx Loghtans. We have applied to the DEFRA special testing plan for the rare breeds which covers ewes as well as rams to build up more information on the genetic base.

Bovine Tuberculosis

One animal in our herd was slaughtered soon after she arrived on the farm as a possible reactor. She could not have picked up the infection on site. In the year prior to establishing our herd in 2000, however,  the previous farmer had animals test positive when in winter housing on his main farm some months after they had been grazing on site here. Therefore there was a possibility they had picked up the infection from badgers on our land. Since then our herd has tested clear and there have been no positives on neighbouring farms.

It is impossible to eliminate the possibility of contact between cattle and badgers on the farm. Badgers use the site extensively and have a number of setts on the land. Cattle are not fed on the ground in the field when supplementary feeding is necessary, and when the new livestock buildings are complete the gates on either end of the central passage will keep out unwanted animals. The badgers do not always limit their latrines to areas near the edge of fields that could be fenced off, but as cattle are grazed at low stock densities they should have sufficient grass to eat so they will not graze near contaminated areas.

Foot and Mouth Disease

In the event of another outbreak in the country, full disinfection proceedings and strictly controlled access to the farm will be re-established. Should the option become available we would be prepared to adopt vaccination.

Horses

Two horses belonging to staff live on the farm. They are vaccinated for tetanus every year. Wormers for tapeworm are given in April and October, most recently Pyrotape; the animals are kept in for 24 hours after treatment. In addition Alfie has been treated with Penstrep and Finadyne for cellulitis, and is currently on a herbal remedy to detoxify his system and reduce this problem.

Chickens

A small number of free-range chickens and bantams live on the farm. These are given no regular medication and the only problem to date has been depluming mites. These were treated with Cydectin applied to the skin. The shed and water and feed containers are regularly cleaned and disinfected with an aviary disinfectant.

Wild Birds

Wild birds are fed with proprietary seed mixes and peanuts on bird tables and in hanging feeders close to the house and well away from the domestic chickens and farm buildings. There is a risk of disease e.g. salmonella spreading when large numbers of birds feed and foul close together, especially in the winter when the birds may be under stress already. Feeders are regularly cleaned, disinfected and moved around, with additional disinfection and relocation if ailing birds are seen. We keep winter stubble on the farm and uncropped arable margins for the benefit of wildlife. While these may help increase numbers on the farm they should also provide food and habitat in the fields for many birds well away from the buildings.

� Within reason. Human safety takes precedence and it is not proposed that rams and bulls should fight to the death over who rules the flock or herd!


� Sheep scanning by Simon Marshall on 01364 652221
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