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DO YOU HAVE A PHANTOM COW ISSUE?
Typically, kiwi farmers begin to discuss their non-return rate after the 
start of the second round of mating with trepidation. 

The issue is that the influencers 
of non-return rate are huge - 
ranging from poor heat detection, 
to individual cow health issues, 
to systemic nutritional issues. 
Alarm bells should be ringing if 
your non-return rate is over 70%, 
especially if your cows are lighter 
(less than a body condition score 
4). We at Matamata Vets, can help 
by being proactive in trying to 
circumvent this by doing phantom 
cow scanning. 

Phantom cow scanning is 
effectively doing a very early 
pregnancy scan of cows 35 to 42 
days after mating. Typically, we 
find that between 10-15% of these 
non-returning cows are actually 
not in-calf (have gone silent). If done 

early enough, we then have the 
option to do a synchrony program 
on these cows and increase the 
pregnancy rate in these animals 
from 25% up to potentially 60%. 
When combined with the option 
of using short-gestation semen, the 
financial return can be significant.

In order to do this we need to have 
good record keeping of cows that 
have not cycled after their first 
service and recommend doing them 
in weekly batches. Alternatively 
some people choose to focus only 
on the cows they treated earlier in 
the season as non-cyclers, which is 
a group that is over represented as 
phantom cows.

Feel free to call the clinic to discuss 
your options with a vet. 

  GROWTH RAINFALL SOIL TEMP APC BMSCC

 October 2017 83kg DM/day 113mm 17°C 2558kg DM 138,000

 October 2016 69kg DM/day 116mm 14°C 2500kg DM 144,000 
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WELCOME TO 
THIS SPECIAL 
EDITION OF 
HERD SCENE
We’re fast approaching the end 
of the year and with it comes 
the end of an era for MVS.

After 28 years of service, 
Peter Davidson will be 
retiring from clinical practice 
this month. In his time here 
at MVS, Pete has covered it 
all – horses, cattle, sheep and 
companion animals. So much so, 
we’ve given him a double page 
overleaf to say his goodbyes! 

We wish Pete all the best with 
his new heifer-rearing project.

WHAT’S  
HAPPENING 
ON FARM THIS 
MONTH?
• 7 in 1 vaccinations
• Calf BVD vaccinations
• Phantom cow pregnancy 

tests
• Lameness Seminar

• Client Christmas Party

NOVEMBER 
SPECIALS
*Relates to trace 
mineral purchases  
for R1/R2s.

LAMENESS 
SEMINAR
Tuesday 14th November 2017 
10.00am – 2.00pm

At MVS Equine Hospital  
362 Hinuera Road West

Cost $155 inc GST

Lunch will be provided

RSVP by 10th November 2017 
to farm@matamatavets.co.nz 
or 07 888 8197

A PRACTICAL AND 
THEORY SEMINAR 
COVERING:

• The impact of lameness

• Normal anatomy and 
function of the foot

• Diseases and conditions of 
the foot

• Prevention of lameness

• Sharpening of hoof knives

• Trimming and paring

• Applying cowslips

A free hoof knife diamond 
sharpener will be given to all 
participants

Farewell to our high flying vet, Peter Davidson
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reduce the amount of antibiotic 
used on farm.

Farm values have also changed. 
We had a number of sharemilkers 
when I started and it was common 
for a sharemilker to have one or 
two 3-year contracts before they 
could afford to buy their first farm 
(usually one of the small 160 cow 
farms mentioned earlier). The last 
50/50 sharemilker who bought 
a farm locally must be at least 10 
years ago. It is a shame that this 
progression from farm worker to 
sharemilker to farm owner has 
become so difficult. Although farm 
values have increased markedly 
($10,000/acre was a good farm in 
the 90’s) at least interest rates have 
reduced from mid teens to low 
single digit rates now.

Farmers used to supply one of two 
major dairy factories, Waikato 
or New Zealand Dairy Group. 
There were factories at Te Poi and 
Waharoa – both now redundant.

Farm systems used to be grass-
based with surplus being taken 
off as pit silage usually. Baled 
silage came later. Dry Matter was 
measured in conventional bale 
equivalents of 15Kg. No other 
supplement was fed through the 
season. In-shed meal feeders have 
only been around for the last few 
years. I can remember farmers 
feeding kibbled maize in the spring 
down fence-lines if they thought 
cows needed an energy boost. Even 
maize silage only started to become 
common in the 90’s. Turnips, 
chicory and more recently fodder 
beet have been used to mitigate dry 
summer conditions. Now herds are 
fed TMR with all sorts of bought-in 
feeds, feed pads and herd homes. 
Production has changed as well.  
A good farmer used to target a peak 
of 1Kg milk fat per cow (around 1.75 
Kg MS). Now 2Kg MS is more the 
expectation. 
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Seasonal production of 600kg 
milk fat/Ha was considered a 
good level of production (around 
1000Kg MS/Ha). Many System-5 
farms would be doing double that 
or higher now.

Cow genetics have continued to 
improve. I can remember the days 
of Genermate, where farmers 
were encouraged to AB mate 
their heifers to improve the rate 
of genetic gain. Unfortunately 
Friesian heifers mated to Friesian 
bulls was not a good match 
and plenty of calving assists, 
caesareans and paralysed cows 
resulted. Nowadays the use of 
Jersey bulls over heifers has 
virtually eliminated those post-
calving problems.

Much of our work has continued 
to be in the reproductive area. 
CIDRs were becoming common 
in the mid 80’s/early 90’s. I can 
remember doing a line of 100 
non-cyclers, where each cow 
was palpated and treated using 
one CIDR applicator. The job took 
most of the day. Knowledge and 
reproductive physiology has 
improved as well (Dave Hanlon 
involved in the late 90’s here) 
and we were also involved in 
the initial trial work around Cue 
Mates, which we still use today.

Reproductive performance still 
continues to be a challenge. The 

days of induction meant the 
bull could be left out well into 
February and then the calving 
pattern condensed by inducing 
all the late calvers, so that calving 
finished around mid September. 
Mating is usually finished by 
Christmas at the latest now and 
short-gestation sires have helped 
condense calving patterns.

We used to do manual pregnancy 
testing, often only on suspect 
cows. Whole herd pregnancy 
testing is now the ‘norm’. Farmers 
used to rig-up wooden platforms 
in the pit as a temporary 
structure, which were hazardous 
to say the least. We then moved 
to scanning cows in the late 
90’s and developed our own 
aluminium platforms and more 
lately dairy caddies to improve 
speed considerably. Also the 
use of Infovet, where mating 
data is loaded onto computers, 
has improved accuracy ‘out-of-

sight’ and we are less likely to 
get accused of getting pregnancy 
status wrong, probably because 
cows are better  identified now. 
The ease of scanning compared to 
manual testing has enhanced my 
longevity as a large animal vet. 
Manual testing in the summer 
months was hard physical work!

The Ruakura Farmers 
Conference used to be the ‘go 
to’ conference around Field 
Days every year. At the 1992 
conference there were papers 
presented on ‘The Effective Use 
of Nitrogen Fertiliser’, ‘Why Are 
Somatic Cells Important?’ and ‘Is 
$30/Kg Milk Fat Too Much To Pay 
For A Dairy Farm?’

Now we have a number of 50-
bale rotary cowsheds, in-shed 
meal feeders, computerised 
activity meters and robotic 
milkers. Times have certainly 
changed in the last 28 years. 
Farmers are still essentially 
the same, with a love for their 
animals and the outdoors and 
this is what I will miss.

Thank you for your business 
and friendship since 1989. I hope 
to catch up with you around 
the area as I now embark on a 
drystock farming venture of my 
own at Hinuera. 

Pete

 PETER DAVIDSON

FAREWELL FROM PETER DAVIDSON
With my pending retirement as an MVS Production Animal 
Veterinarian after 28 years in the job, I have been reflecting on the 
changes that have occurred since 1989. Needless to say they have  
been huge.

When I started at MVS, I was 
one of 8 veterinarians. We now 
have 20. We all worked out of 26 
Tainui Street, had our own private 
vehicles, no practice logo, no 
uniform, no cell phones, no internet 
and one computer.

We had over 300 dairy farm clients 
with an average herd size of 160 
cows. We now have a third of 
the client numbers, but service a 
similar number of cows. Much of 
our work was ‘ambulance at the 
bottom of the cliff’ in nature. Over 
the years we have been attempting 
to build a fence around the top of 
the cliff in order to prevent disease. 
While this has been successful in a 
number of areas, such as metabolic 
disease where we rarely see down 
cows these days, other production 
animal disease issues have not 
altered that much.

A common condition back in the 
late 80’s/early 90’s was bloat. We 

regularly used to have to stitch up 
bloat stabs and farmers used to lose 
a lot of cattle to bloat. Nowadays, 
it is very rare to have to stitch up 
cows. I think pasture composition 
has changed and the use of Potassic 
superphosphate has been refined. 
The sales of bloat oils through the 
clinic used to be huge, but are now 
largely non-existent. 

Somatic cell count testing only 
became commonplace in the early 
90’s and I cannot recall when the 
threshold of 400,000 became an 
issue. Needless to say, the quality 
of milk composition has improved 
considerably since the days when 
drinking raw fresh milk must have 
been hazardous to say the least.

Whole herd dry cow therapy (DCT) 
has increased also. There was a 
period when selective DCT was 
used, then to whole herd DCT and 
now back to selective again with 
the use of Teatseal in the effort to 

FARMERS USED TO SUPPLY 
ONE OF TWO MAJOR DAIRY 

FACTORIES, WAIKATO OR 
NEW ZEALAND DAIRY 
GROUP. THERE WERE 

FACTORIES AT TE POI AND 
WAHAROA – BOTH NOW 

REDUNDANT.


