
DIY AI success – don’t fall at the fi nal hurdle

The fi nal straw

I f the results of a nationwide survey are 
anything to go by, a refresher course 

in AI – particularly when it comes to 
semen handling – would go a long way 
to solving fertility issues on some dairy 
units. 
When DIY inseminators were asked how 
they thawed semen prior to use, the 
responses given in a survey carried out 
by Kite Consulting varied from seven 
seconds to more than one minute.
The results of the research revealed
that semen thawing times and semen 
handling practices vary widely and in 
many cases are not in line with current 
thinking and best practice.  
“How you handle and thaw semen will 
have a signifi cant impact on AI success, 
but our survey showed that some 
producers are cutting corners or simply 
getting into bad habits. Some may have 
simply forgotten the importance of best 
practice, focusing on heat detection and 
AI timing and treating the procedure 

itself as a bit of an after thought,” says 
Kite Consulting’s Ben Watts. He’s been 
a dairy consultant for 16 years, but is 
also a qualifi ed inseminator and dairy 
fertility specialist.
“Of course success depends on timing 
and technique and our survey shows 

that, in many cases, the latter leaves 
much to be desired. It’s a shame because 
really the hardest part should be getting 
the cow is in the AI pen.”

Good technique
AI success starts with good semen 
handling technique. Genus Breeding’s 
Phil Salkeld says that there’s a huge 
difference between DIY and professional 
inseminators. “The latter is always the 
best option if you’re time poor and 
simply don’t have the skills or know 
how. And professional AI technicians 
inseminate thousands of cows a year – 
they’re quick, effi cient and, above all, 
offer success rates.”
That said, he knows that some producers 

How’s your handling? Does it match the recommendations 

of AI professionals? We spoke to some leading fertility experts 

to fi nd out more. Read on to see if you can pick up some 

pointers to improve your AI success.

text Rachael Porter

M A N A G E M E N T

Ben Watts: “Success depends on timing 
and technique”

Phil Salkeld: “Excessive heat will damage 
semen”
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straw size 0.25ml straws 0.5ml straws
water temperature 37ºC 37ºC
thawing time 40 seconds 60 seconds
straw colour various various

Table 2: Recommended semen thawing times (Cogent straws or straws sexed by Cogent)

still prefer to carry out DIY AI and points 
out typical problems that he sees on 
farm as Genus’ national reproductive 
management system training manager.

Critical temperature
“Heat is a huge problem – if semen gets 
too hot it’s game over. So temperature is 
critical. And good practice starts with 
using tweezers when picking semen out 
of the AI fl ask.
“It’s minus 196°C in there, so when you 
stick your fi ngers in there it’s like a blow 
torch to the semen straws – they heat up 
in a fl ash.” 
Another typical error is lifting the semen 
goblets out of the fl ask when selecting 
semen straws. “Lift the goblet containing 
the straws of semen no higher than 
50mm below the neck of the fl ask and 
then you have just 10 seconds to select 
your straw. 

“If you can’t fi nd it, lower the goblet 
back down into the fl ask and wait at 
least 10 seconds before lifting again. Just 
make sure that that goblet holding the 
straws never comes above the neck of 
the fl ask,” says Mr Watts, adding that 
some producers keep straws of just one 
sire in each goblet to make it easier to 
fi nd that they’re looking for.
Mr Salkeld says that a clear inventory 
helps here: “If you know exactly what’s 
in your fl ask, and where the straws are, 
this can help to save time and fi ddling 
about. It also reduces the risk of 
damaging semen. 
“Remember, once you’ve removed a 
straw from the fl ask, you can’t put it 
back. The thawing process will begin 
instantaneously.”
Dirty water in thaw boxes is another 
issue. “Change the water regularly – it 
has to be clean.”

And use a thermometer to take the 
temperature of the water – don’t guess. 
“On a hot day, the water will seem cooler 
and on a cold day it will feel warmer. 
“It needs to be between 35°C and 37°C 
and remember that cooler is better than 
too warm. Excessive heat will damage 
the semen.”
Thawing times, recommended by Genus 
and Cogent, are in Table 1 and Table 2. 
And timing really is everything, 
according to Mr Salkeld. “So use a timer 
– again, don’t guess. It’s diffi cult to 
accurately judge 30 seconds, so set a 
timer or watch the second hand on your 
watch. “Our technicians all have timers 
mounted on the back of their vans. It’s 
hard to distract someone with chit chat 
about the previous evening’s football 
match when an alarm is going off.”
He stresses that it really is all about 
paying attention to detail. 
“Avoid cutting corners and distractions 
and it will pay off. You’ve done the 
diffi cult bit – you’re identifi ed that the 
animal is on heat and you’ve separated 
her from the rest of the herd ready for 
AI. So don’t fall at the fi nal hurdle.”
Ben Watts agrees. “Start by setting 
everything up correctly fi rst. Best 
practice is to have the cow restrained as 
close to the AI fl ask as possible, having 
all the equipment to hand, and only 
thawing and inseminating one straw 
at a time.”

Refresher course
Mr Salkeld adds that once semen is 
thawed and in the gun, there just a 
10-minute window to get it into the 
animal, or just fi ve minutes with sexed 
semen. “So if you have a few cows lined 
up for AI, you could thaw several straws 
at time.
“But how many cows you can AI in 10 
minutes depends very much on your 
skill level and facilities. It can be trickier 
if you’re using several different sires too.
“If you’re not overly confi dent or quick, 
it’s best to do one at a time and get it 
right. A little extra time spent here it 
certainly time well spent,” he says.
If you are feeling a little rusty and you 
don’t want to use an AI technician, 
investing in an AI refresher course is a 
great way to boost your confi dence. 
There’s an 80% Farming Connect grant 
available at the moment for producers 
and staff who need DIY AI training. 
And, if more incentive were needed, 
think of the improved herd fertility and 
higher pregnancy rates that your herd 
could enjoy in 2013. l

AI pointers for success, post thawing
•  Once thawed, don’t let the straw cool down
•  Dry the straw with a paper towel – water is a spermicide
•  Put the straw into a pre-warmed gun. Ideally use a gun warmer – they cost 

around £10. Or hold the gun against your cheek. It should be blood temperature, 
so if it’s cold it’s too cold and warm and it’s too warm.

•  Cut the straw with clean sharp scissors or a straw cutter at a 90° angle
•  Keep the gun at the correct pre-warmed temperature 
•  Inseminate within 10 minutes of preparation – or fi ve minutes for sexed semen
•  Prepare one straw, and serve one cow at a time, unless skilled enough to AI in 

batches
•  Use a  plastic sheath on the AI gun to maximise success
•  During winter, keep lubrication gel at room temperature to avoid a cold shock
•  Never split straws
•  Use a clean piece of tissue paper to wipe the vulva before insemination

Good hygiene and house keeping
•  Sterilise AI guns, scissors and forceps regularly to keep them clean
•  Keep accurate records on semen inventory and use
•  Monitor AI success by inseminator, bull and semen batch
•  If ordering large quantities of semen from one bull, ensure delivery comes from 

multiple batches
•  Ensure the AI fl ask is regularly checked and topped up with liquid nitrogen

straw size 0.25ml straws 0.5ml straws ABS Sexation
water temperature 35ºC - 37ºC 35ºC - 37ºC 35ºC - 37ºC
thawing time 30 seconds 30 seconds 30 seconds
straw colour various various red

Table 1: Recommended semen thawing times (Genus)
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