HEALTH JOHNE’S

Control Johne’s

and don’t let it control you
Good advice and strict control plans have seen Johne’s levels take a
tumble on one Cheshire-based dairy unit, but there’s no let-up in the
team’s commitment as they strive to reduce levels even further.
TEXT KAREN WRIGHT

J

ohne’s disease threatens all dairy herds, and it’s
nigh on impossible to eradicate. But, as Cheshirebased producer Karen Halton says, we know a lot
more about this highly infectious disease now than we
did 10 years ago. “And if producers follow the advice
and keep control measures up to date, we can make
significant inroads into its control.”
Karen has put her money where her mouth is regarding
Johne’s control. She joined husband Tom on the family
dairy unit in 2008, and since then has challenged health
protocols and made improvements to take herd health,
and particularly young-stock management, to a new level.
Going back a decade, soon after this unit merged two
herds, red and amber Johne’s cows – those with some
level of infection – accounted for between 18% and 20%
of the Congleton-based herd.
This figure has now dropped significantly and has been
as low as 4% in the Halton’s 530-cow crossbred herd.
Karen is a leading light among UK dairy producers when
it comes to young-stock care.
Her input into this area and contribution to teaching

Karen Halton (centre) with husband Tom (right) and
Tom’s son Jack (left)

others through the AHDB Strategic Farms platform
have contributed to her recent win of the Women in
Dairy Award.
“When I started to get involved in calf care I had no
preconceived ideas, so I’ve always asked for advice,”
says Karen, acknowledging the role of the farm’s vet,
Mark Hickinson from Horizon Vets, in the success of

Stress-free cows: consistent management plays a role in Johne’s disease control
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Calf care: picking up infected Johne’s cows helps to
protect the next generation

their Johne’s control programme. It was clear from the
onset that a rigorous plan was needed. There’s no doing
things by halves with Johne’s control if you’re going to
stop it spreading within the herd.”
Based on their HerdWise results – a quarterly milk test
for detecting antibodies to Johne’s disease – high risk
cows were clearly identified and calved away from the
rest of the herd, and their colostrum was not fed to heifer
calves. A CCTV system in the farmhouse could identify
cows as they calved and made sure calves were moved
quickly to prevent infection.
Keeping the herd strictly closed and breeding ‘red’ cows
to beef bulls, saw infected cow numbers fall.
Their commitment to Johne’s control and their continued
progress were recognised in the NMR HerdWise Johne’s
Best Practice award in 2016, when Karen and Tom
scooped this top prize; they were second in 2015 and
pipped to the post by the winner who impressed the
judges with a few additional measures including using
a steam cleaner for calf pens.
“I was determined to make the necessary improvements
and improve our calf pen cleaning system, which we did,”
says Karen.
But this award wasn’t a pinnacle in the control measures
for Johne’s.

Johne’s teach-in
“We now know so much more about Johne’s. There’s a lot
more knowledge out there,” adds Karen, referring to her
‘teach-in’ from Mark Hickinson and NMR vet Karen Bond.
They discussed ‘shedders’ and ’super-shedders’ at a
farm visit; an area Karen Halton wasn’t really aware of
before; and how a cow’s risk of shedding can increase
significantly in some circumstances, such as if she’s
under more stress. And the importance of managing
and ultimately culling high risk cows.
“Also, we now know that the Johne’s causing pathogen
can be spread in muck and slurry, so we don’t let our
heifers graze any land that might be affected.”
Following the vet’s advice, and their better understanding
of Johne’s, controls have been stepped up during the
past three years.
All cows identified red or amber, which are high and
medium risk cows, calve in a separate yard and no

colostrum from these cows is used – not even for beef
calves.
Even ‘green’ cows, showing no Johne’s infection, are
calved in a separate pen that is cleaned out after every
calving. All dry cow yards are mucked out every two
weeks to reduce the risk of infections.
But there’s still the need to drill a bit deeper as they find
that achieving even lower levels is getting tougher and
control becomes more challenging.
“It’s great to see only 4% red and amber cows,” adds
Karen. “But the next quarter’s results can be 11%. This
might be down to a couple of infected cows that were
dry at the previous test.”
So to get even more information and make sure they
don’t miss any possible risks, Karen and her herd
manager Simon Broomhall are HerdWise screening
monthly, for a block of three or four months. It’s no extra
effort as the NMR milk recording sample used for quality
testing and taken at the routine recording is used.
“We’re wanting consecutive monthly results,” says Karen
“It will help us pick up any cows that were previously dry
or not recorded. While there are relatively few now, if we
miss them they could start the cycle off again by infecting
the next generation.”

Low shedders
She also knows that low shedders could become high
shedders if they’re under a bit more stress, such as during
calving. “These cows might not have shown up as positive
previously. We’re at a stage now where we need to drill
down and pick up any rumbling cases if we want to get to
negligible levels.”
With few high risk cows, and with pressure from their
milk buyer to reduce production early in the coronavirus
pandemic, any red cows were culled.
“Test and cull isn’t a policy that we’d have followed a
few years ago but, with the small number of cases we
now have, it’s an option we can afford to use.”
And they know they are a victim of their success in some
ways. The ethos in this herd, which was a finalist in the
2018 NMR/RABDF Gold Cup, is stress-free and calm.
Visitors find a ‘chilled’ herd of cows and no rushing
around.
It’s a management situation that pays dividends; the herd
averages 11,500kg, at 3.80% butterfat and 3.40% protein,
on three-times-a-day milking. It’s also an image that
appeals to consumers, who are welcome to visit the farm
and look around the calf shed and see the calving yard.
They can also order milk via their new doorstep delivery
service and buy milk and smoothies from the on-farm
vending machine.
However, the calm environment created by the Haltons
and their team can suppress lurking disease, particularly
Johne’s, making it that much harder to pick up
infections.
“This is why more data and records are essential,” adds
Karen. “We can pick up blips and look back at previous
HerdWise reports to see what a cow’s history looks like.
It will be our next step in bringing down rates.
“I know that the experts say that Johne’s is almost
impossible to eliminate from a herd but, while I may not
see it happen in my lifetime, I’m prepared to give it a
damn good go.” l
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