HEALTH JOHNE’S

Getting a grip
on Johne’s

An up-to-date declaration, signed by the vet, that confirms a Johne’s
control plan is in place is required for all Red Tractor inspections. But, as
one Yorkshire-based producer and his vet point out, it shouldn’t take this
‘stick’ approach when it comes to controlling Johne’s.
TEXT KAREN WRIGHT

A

scouring cow raises alarm bells for producer
Stephen Britton and he’s back to his paperwork
to check her out. Johne’s disease raised its ugly
head at Whitcliffe Hall 10 years ago. Now, with a strict
control programme in place, risks are minimised and
they’re keeping the adverse effects on herd health at bay.
Stephen, his brother John, son Charlie and John’s son
Chris, run the 250-cow pedigree Hellwath Holstein herd,
near Ripon.
Herd health and welfare are key to the success of this
herd, which averages 10,300kg, at 4% butterfat and
3.3% protein on twice-a-day milking.
Suspicion that Johne’s infections were on the rise, from
a relatively low level, started when they bought in stock
to expand from 100 head. “We got cows and heifers from
good pedigree herds, that were allegedly Johne’s free,”

says Stephen. “But people don’t always tell you the
truth or if they’re not testing they may not be aware
of a problem. So we ended up with some infected cows.”
While only seeing a few clinical cases, some cows showed
typical Johne’s symptoms such as mastitis, recurring
high cell counts and poor fertility.
Working closely with their vet, Jonathan Statham from
nearby Bishopton Vets, the Brittons started on their
Johne’s control plan. A decade down the line, and
following a series of key management steps, they are
confident that the disease is now well under control,
and incidence of new cases has been falling.
The herd is grazed during summer, with the high
yielders in this all-year-round calving herd having access
to a TMR overnight and the lower yielding group having
access for two hours after milking.
Cows are fed to yield in the parlour in this NMR-recorded
herd, and on the back of recording, milk samples are
screened quarterly for Johne’s using HerdWise. These
results track infections and identify ‘red’ or ‘amber’
cows depending on their level of risk so that they can be
managed appropriately within the herd. The information
also influences breeding and culling decisions.
The management protocols that Stephen and Jonathan
have implemented have progressively reduced the risk
of Johne’s spread and reduced infections.

Whole herd test

Cousins Chris (left)
and Charlie Britton
were keen
to develop a new
calving area to
improve transition
management and
support Johne’s
control
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“Our first step was to test the whole herd and identify
cow families with infection,” says Stephen. “We also
bought a pasteuriser for all colostrum from non Johne’s
cows and for milk to be fed to our heifer calves.”
Stephen culls cows classified as ‘red’ for Johne’s risk at
a suitable time. “I don’t necessarily cull her immediately
if she’s a good milker and without other problems, but
we’ll always breed her to beef. If she’s giving 70 litres a
day and she’s showing no symptoms, we’ll keep her but
continue to monitor and manage her as a risk.”
With sexed semen used on his best cows, Johne’s
control is even more vital. “If you don’t know which
cows are harbouring Johne’s then you could be breeding
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replacements from infected cows and risk accelerating
the disease’s progress through the generations.
“It would be quicker to reduce Johne’s risks by culling all
cows with positive tests straight away. But some of these
cows are efficient milkers and they’re paying their way,”
he adds.
While Jonathan Statham is cautious about keeping ‘red’
cows in the herd, he says that other steps are in place
that provide extra protection at Whitcliffe, which means
that they can strike a balance. Any stock joining the
Hellwath herd must be from a low risk herd with up-todate test results.
“Culling isn’t the only control – you have to take it on a
case by case basis,” says Jonathan. “What’s right for one
farm won’t suit another. But these red cows are a risk to
the herd if they remain, particularly around calving.
“We also focussed on implementing the National Johne’s
Management Plan through improved farm management
and strategic testing. This is one of the National Johne’s
Technical Group’s six recommended control strategies
and the one that was most relevant to this unit at the
time.”
Testing to establish the herd’s Johne’s status and
implementing HerdWise quarterly screening for all cows
was the first step. “You can’t implement an effective
control plan without measuring infection,” he adds.
Testing, pasteurisation and breeding infected cows to
beef bulls have reduced the Johne’s challenge in this
herd and stabilised numbers of infected cows while good
performance and impressive cow longevity have been
maintained.

New calving area
The recent development of a new calving area with an
integrated but separate calving pen has marked the next
stage in the Johne’s control programme at Whitcliffe
Hall. An external gate so the calf can leave the pen
without having to pass through the transition cow yard
is also included.

Four key stages
to Johne’s control
There are four key stages to Johne’s control at Whitcliffe Hall:
1. Measure Johne’s infection on all cows quarterly using HerdWise
2. Selective breeding to reduce the risk of future replacements carrying
Johne’s disease
3. Use pasteurisation to reduce challenge of infection from contaminated
colostrum or milk
4. Calving and transition management with a dedicated calving area and
handling facilities

“This new set up improves calving management and
hygiene; the calving pen can be scrupulously cleaned
after each calving,” says Jonathan. “It’s something the
younger generation have helped push for to promote
transition cow health in general, but it also minimises
Johne’s transmission and makes control more watertight.
“It’s these extra steps that make all the difference and as
‘red’ or ‘amber’ cows leave the herd at the end of their
productive life, we will continue to see progress on the
control of infection rates. The management systems are
in place for this to continue to happen going forward.”
Red Tractor amended its standards to specify that
an up-to-date signed declaration by an accredited vet
confirming that a Johne’s Management Strategy is in
place must be available for all inspections from October
31, 2019. So far, just over 50% of British producers have
completed this.
“While a lot of producers are doing a great job in
managing Johne’s, many still need to get off the starting
blocks and start testing and controlling the disease in
their herds,” says Jonathan.
“You don’t have to see clinical Johne’s symptoms to have
Johne’s infection in the herd, and for it to be spreading.
It’s clear – if you don’t test then you don’t know.” l

Picture left:
Pasteuriser for
colostrum and
whole milk is an
integral part of
the Johne’s control
programme at
Whitcliffe Hall
Picture below: new
transition cow yard
with separate but
integral calving
pen promotes
hygiene and
reduces risk of
infection
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