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MARKETING MASTITIS SERVICES

PETER EDMONDSON MVB CertCHP FRCVS, Shepton Veterinary Group, Allyn Saxon Drive, Shepton Mallet, Somerset BA4 5QH

Marketing is about identifying and satisfying customer needs.  It is estimated that each year in the U.K. the losses due to mastitis and related milk quality problems exceed £100m, or almost £50 per dairy cow.  This identifies a need to tackle the problems. The market relates to any dairy farmer who is having mastitis related problems.  Mastitis is probably the costliest disease in the U.K. and these losses are easy to quantify.  The farmer can see a deduction, as a somatic cell count penalty, from his milk cheque and is also aware of losses when he is discarding milk from treating clinical cases. 

REASONS TO TACKLE MASTITIS PROBLEMS

1. High bulk tank somatic cell count

2. High Bactoscan and/or TBC

3. High incidence of clinical mastitis

4. Sub optimal animal welfare

5. Quality assurance.

During the current period when there has occurred a significant reduction in milk price a dairy farmer has to try to maintain profitability by reducing costs and losses.  In the past many dairy farmers were prepared to accept a higher level of short-term loss as they could recover these when they were paid much more for milk.  The great majority of dairy farmers now or in the future cannot sustain these losses.  

For many farmers price economics focuses on achieving a low somatic cell counts and a low milk bacterial content.  Some farmers are not concerned about the level of clinical mastitis occurring provided they do not have price deductions for cell count or Bactoscan.  It is estimated, at present, that each case of clinical mastitis costs about £80.  This varies from £30 for a very mild case that responds swiftly to treatment up to £700 for a severe Escherichia coli mastitis resulting in the death of a cow.  These figures are based on the milk price, cull cow value etc. at 2000 prices.  

Herd health plans are going to be introduced to all dairy farms over the next three years.  Some farmers already have a herd health plan, following the BCVA (British Cattle Veterinary Association) format.  This allows for the monitoring of various diseases including mastitis and will allow the veterinary surgeon to be able to quantify losses relating to mastitis and identify a need for improvement.  In addition, milk buyers are more concerned about quality assurance and animal welfare, and as mastitis is responsible for reduced welfare of the cow, herds with high incidence will be expected to take appropriate measures to reduce the incidence of this disease.  

Mastitis cannot be eradicated. It is estimated that clinical mastitis costs the dairy industry £100m each year and it should be possible to be reduce these costs significantly in the majority of dairy herds by adoption of appropriate control measures.  

SKILLS

Some mastitis problems are reasonably easy to identify and resolve. However, there are a considerable number that are complex.  For this reason a considerable degree of skill and knowledge is required in order to be able to advise and problem solve effectively.  The ideal person to advise is the veterinary surgeon, however the level of knowledge of the new graduate is quite limited and so extra training is required. 

These extra skills can be provided by CPD (continuing professional development) such as attending specialists meetings (including the British Mastitis Conference), reading, spending time with experienced people relating to mastitis, and membership of specialist associations such as the US NMC (National Mastitis Council). An enthusiastic approach to this subject is also needed.  It is also very important that each person realises his or her limitations so that extra help can be drawn on as necessary.

SPREADING THE WORD

The fatal error is to assume that just because you are knowledgeable or enthusiastic about a particular topic that everyone knows this.   It is important to market your services and constantly remind farmers that you want to work with them to help resolve mastitis problems.  This can be achieved by supplying newsletters, attending farmer meetings, arranging discussion groups, and generally taking the time and effort to talk to dairy farmers about their specific problems, aims and goals.  All too frequently people are rushing around from A to B without taking the time or trouble to talk to their clients or customers about their problems or specific needs. Time spent in this area will pay healthy dividends.

IDENTIFYING PROBLEM HERDS
Problem herds can be identified from a variety of sources.  These include the following data.

1.  Somatic cell count results

2.  Bactoscan results

3.  DAISY or other computer data

4.  Intra mammary tube sales

5.  Herd health plans and monitoring for quality assurance

Target levels for cell count and Bactoscan will predominately be set by the dairy company who establish a threshold value above which the farmer will be penalised.  The aim is to remain below this threshold at all times.  There is a considerable difference in threshold value between dairy companies.  These values will vary according to the end use of milk and the value that the milk buyer puts on the different components. 

Irrespective of these targets it is advisable that all herds have a somatic cell count in the order of 100,000 to 150,000 cells/ml.  This will ensure that animals will have a low level of sub-clinical mastitis, little damage to udder tissue and therefore maximise yield.

All herds should be able to have a mastitis rate of 30 or less.  The mastitis rate is the number of cases of mastitis per 100 cows per year, where one case of mastitis is one quarter infected once.  This allows a comparison of clinical mastitis irrespective of herd size.  There is a considerable variation in the mastitis rate between herds, and many farmers will be unaware that they have a clinical mastitis problem, as this data may never have been worked out. 

Once you work out the mastitis rate, the cost of clinical disease to the dairy herd per annum and quantify the potential savings, dairy farmers suddenly become very interested in mastitis control.  This is one of the benefits of computerised disease recording, herd health plans and regular monitoring of disease.  

Having identified suitable dairy herds the next step is to be able to go on farm and tackle the problem.

APPROACH TO THE PROBLEM HERD

It is important that the person who is advising has an enthusiastic approach and a good knowledge of the subject.   Once a person realises that the problem is beyond their limitations, and then the problem should be referred to a suitable expert.  Many people feel that if they have to refer the subject to someone else it is a sign of failure.  This is far from the case as the primary aim is to provide a solution as swiftly as possible at a reasonable cost.   

A referral to an expert in mastitis control will help ensure that the issues are addressed fully, other areas that may have been overlooked are identified and the referring veterinary surgeon leaving extra skills from the person carrying out the referral as does the dairy farmer.  Overall this is a win: win situation.

It is advisable that if the problem is to be referred this occurs early on in the investigation.  Some of the most successful referrals that the author has been involved in have resulted from the referring vet ringing up knowing that the problem is out of his depth and this has resulted in early intervention, with a rapid resolution without unnecessary expense.

SUMMARY

There are large potential savings to be made in the majority of herds in mastitis and milk quality.  The cost benefit of advice is very high and while this may initially be to resolve an existing problem, this will also help prevent other problems occurring in the future.  

There are many dairy farmers who are unaware that they have a problem that can be addressed and result in an increase in profit, better animal welfare, improved milk quality and more satisfaction from their farming enterprise.  It is important to try and identify these farms and work with dairy farmers rather than assuming farmers will come forward knowing that they have a problem.  A proactive rather than a reactive approach his required and this will help to maintain the profitability of dairy farms in the future.
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