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“Establishing and Maintaining an Internal Parasite Control Program for Dairy Cattle”
Dairy producers are very concerned about the cost of production. Losses, especially those caused by preventable disease such as gastro-intestinal parasitism become extremely important especially in times of high feed cost. The loss due to poor utilization of feed is directly related to the level of parasitism present. The cost of parasitism begins with a depressed immune system, poor growth in calves; reduced reproductive efficient in breeding animals as well as the direct effect of reduced feed intake, reduced feed efficiency and reduced milk production. Knowing how to reduce or prevent these losses can be very valuable to the efficiency of an operation since losses caused parasitism is cumulative in the animals affecting all age groups of cattle from young calves to adult cows. Profitability attained from improved efficiency due to parasite removal can be determined by subtracting the cost of the annual deworming program in an operation from the potential losses incurred by parasitism if left unchecked.

Foremost in the economic analysis is the ability to detect the presence or absence of parasitism within a herd. To date, the best method to determine whether parasitism is present within a herd is by conducting a fecal check counting the number of parasite eggs present in a specific sample size and identifying the type of parasite present based on the characteristic size and shape of the eggs found. Adult female nematode parasites living within the gastrointestinal tract lay eggs that pass out in the manure. The eggs hatch producing larvae which molt several times until they reach an infective stage. These infective larvae are mobile, moving away from the manure pat to nearby vegetation where they can be eaten by cattle starting the life cycle over again. When parasite eggs are being passed down the gastro-intestinal tract and excreted in the manure, they can be found by floating the eggs out of the manure using a special flotation exam. 
There are many different types of fecal exams, but the only flotation test that is sensitive enough to use with adult dairy cattle is called the “Modified Wisconsin Sugar Flotation Method1.” It is the only fecal exam that has a sufficiently high degree of sensitivity to consistently find parasite eggs in adult dairy cattle harboring parasites where these cows can excrete in excess of 90 pounds of manure daily.

Risk Factors and Production Losses

With internal parasites, it is well established that even a few parasites present during early lactation become a detriment to achieving production potential. Parasitized cattle are harmed, not only by the parasites themselves, but also by the indirect damage the parasites cause to the immune system.  Grazing cattle have the greatest risk since their exposure to parasites is higher than cattle housed on dirt lots or in a confined facility. Deworming studies conducted in the U.S. have demonstrated lactating dairy cows may lose from 423 to 1,280 lb milk per lactation due to internal parasites (Table 1).  The greatest responses came from high-producing herds with some exposure to internal parasites dewormed at freshening and again six to eight weeks later.  These studies showed that by removing parasites during the period of greatest stress during early lactation, production losses due to internal parasites could be prevented.

Table 1: Published trials measuring parasite effect on milk production in lactating dairy cows following deworming treatment.

________________________________________________________________________

Study

       No. of
    No. of




Production

Location       
         Herds         Cows
Deworming Strategy
              Benefit

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Wisconsin2

22
     1,003
Whole herd deworming
 +366 lbs/cow

Wisconsin3

  1
         48
Cows <90 days challenged   +1,280 lbs/cow

Wisconsin4

12
       488
Dewormed at freshening
 +423 lbs/cow

Vermont5

  9 
       267
Parasite–free first 90 days
 +534 lbs/cow

Pennsylvania6

  9
       180
Parasite-free first 90 days
 +769 lbs/cow


North Carolina6
  5
       160
Parasite-free first 90 days     +1,075 lbs/cow

  Overall

58
    2,146       Parasite-free in early lactation +507.0 lbs/cow

________________________________________________________________________

Deworming replacement heifers to prevent parasite infections provides the dairy producer one of the best tools for raising healthy heifers.  Replacement heifer deworming trials conducted in Minnesota, Wisconsin, Virginia and Vermont demonstrated strategically dewormed heifers reached breeding size 28-68 days sooner than non-dewormed heifers. 

Table 2:
Weight gain and time to breeding size benefit in replacement dairy heifers strategically dewormed with fenbendazole*. ________________________________________________________________________

Study           
           No. of   
No. of  
             Weight Gain Benefit

Location

Trials

Heifers
                  Reduced Time to Breeding Size

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Wisconsin7

     1

      45


+44 lbs/ 35 days earlier
Vermont8

     4

      60


+38 lbs/28 days earlier

Virginia9

     1

      18


+60 lbs/58 days earlier

Minnesota10

   25

    539

            +107 lbs/68 days earlier
________________________________________________________________________

*Safe-Guard/Panacur –Intervet Schering-Plough Animal Health
Control Strategies

Knowing whether parasites are present on the operation is the first step to establishing a control strategy. Determining how much exposure the animals have or have had to a parasite-contaminated environment is the first step.  The easiest way to determine this is to know how much time these animals have spent in confinement on concrete.  Parasite contamination on concrete is usually very low except where bedding and manure build-up occur.  Parasite transmission in dairy herds predominantly occurs on pasture, exercise lots, and dirt lots. The fecal exam using the Modified Wisconsin Sugar Flotation Technique remains the best why to determine whether parasites are a problem in a particular dairy herd.

Once parasite presence is established, a control strategy can be implemented.  Three steps are necessary for successful prevention of parasitism:

1. Select correct product:

A deworming product should be highly efficacious with 98% efficacy against all important internal parasites (including lungworms) and all stages of the parasite within the animal.  This strategy is important because late fall deworming should remove all parasites in the animal at the time of the treatment so that the cattle remain relatively parasite-free until the following spring. For deworming lactating dairy cows without milk withdrawal, fenbendazole (Safe-Guard/Panacur-Intervet/Schering Plough Animal Health) is available as an oral drench, paste, top-dress or medicated feed. Moxidectin (Cydectin-Ft Dodge Animal Health) and Eprinomectin (Eprinex-Merial) is available as a pour-on only. The pour-ons have shown parasite resistance in recent years and, therefore, a fecal check is necessary to make sure the dewormer chosen is working11. 

2. Select correct treatment time:

The best dewormer used at the wrong time is a wasted resource.  Treatment can be given on a herd basis, and individual basis, or a combination thereof. Keep your pastures in good shape by not using pour-ons that kill dung beetles. 

Whole Herd Treatment—This treatment regime should be initiated in late fall with a follow-up deworming given four to six weeks into spring grazing.

Individual or Group Treatment—Treat individual cows prior to or immediately following calving or use feed through dewormer every three weeks in the pre-fresh group (three weeks pre-partum).  Ideally, deworming should be repeated at six weeks post-partum.

Combination Treatment—All Cows are dewormed in the fall and then a follow-up deworming is given throughout the year as each cow freshens. Pour-on treatment for lice or manage treatment can be given during winter months if external parasites are observed.

3. Maintenance Treatment Program:

The economic benefits from strategic deworming improve year after year because as parasite contamination is reduced in the cows’ environment, parasite control is easier to achieve. Don’t forget strategic deworming for replacement heifers in the spring to prevent pasture build-up.

Conclusion

For animals to remain an economical food supply source, efforts to increase efficiency must continue.  Deworming dairy cattle is a venture beyond treating clinical disease; the treatment of parasitism should be aimed first at the elimination of the threat of economic loss and later at the prevention or elimination of the parasites.

Have your herd tested:
Find out if your dewormer is working by conducting a fecal exam using Intervet/Schering-Plough Animal Health’s free fecal test. Contact your veterinarian, feed dealer or call 800-441-8272. Make sure representative individual samples are taken from the various aged groups in your operation and from cows in different stages of lactation including dry cows. A recommended sampling of 5% to 10% of the herd is adequate depending upon the size of the operation. 

Lab addresses for sending dairy samples:
Dr. Don Bliss
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