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We are very grateful to 

everyone who has 

contributed to this 

edition. Please do get in 

touch if you would like to 

offer anything for the 

next newsletter. 

 

Alec Kemp, President 

(atk24@cam.ac.uk) 
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WELCOME to the new 

FAVS newsletter. We set 

out to produce a few 

words covering a couple 

of sides of A4. However, 

we received so many 

excellent articles that the 

next eighteen pages are 

filled with everything 

from Brexit to buffalo 

farming and dairy robots 

to ram vasectomies. We 

hope you enjoy reading it. 

Welcome to the First FAVS 

Newsletter! 
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 Ireland and Brexit:  
EU – Expect Uncertainty 

THE recent news of a British 

Leave vote left a bitter taste of 

unease in the mouths of 

farmers up and down the 

Island of Ireland, a mood that 

was reflected in the currency 

markets. The value of Sterling, 

the lowest in 31 years, is a 

cause of concern for the Irish 

export market, of which the 

UK is our nearest and most 

valuable customer, with a 

huge 41% of Irish agri food and 

drink exports. The decision to 

leave, in concert with a poor 

milk price, and the ever 

choppy waters of the beef 

market will most certainly 

mark 2016 as a poor year for 

farmers – not just in Ireland, 

but across Europe. 

Our politicians are quick to 

assure farmers here of their 

resolve to negotiate a deal 

with Britain that would be 

mutually beneficial with 

respect to our agri trade. It 

does however look most likely 

that we won’t be able to 

accurately assess the situation 

until the autumn, when Britain 

itself secures its own deal with 

Brussels. 

Martin Breen (Dublin) offers an Irish 

perspective on the UK’s decision to leave the 

European Union. 

“the mood among 

farmers here was one of 

shock and unease” 

The mood among farmers here 

was one of shock and unease, 

with speculation coming to the 

fore of every conversation. 

However, I suspect that there 

is a quiet confidence resting in 

the shadows of the Irish 

perspective. Our proximity to 

the UK, our friendly 

relationship and our ‘special 

deal’ on movement and trade 

that has existed since the 

foundation of the state will 

mean that we should be able to 

secure a favourable deal for 

Irish farmers. Premium Irish 

produce, and a trade deficit in 

agri food products in the UK to 

the tune of €21bn, and a 

growing British population 

should mean that we will still 

be able to find a solid market 

for our beef, dairy and pork 

products in Britain, and 

hopefully once the dust settles 

on what is a generation 

defining referendum result, it 

will be business as usual for 

Irish farmers. (Written in June 

2016). 
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FAVS congress 2017 is 

shaping up to be a brilliant 

weekend hosted by 

Liverpool FAVS, from 3rd to 

5th February 2017.  

Keep looking for further 

details from your university 

rep soon! 

FAVS Congress 2017: Save the date! 
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 EMS at the Royal Welsh 
Agricultural Show 

FOR those of you who are keen 

young farmers, I’m sure you’re 

aware that one of the biggest 

dates for the annual calendar 

is the Royal Welsh Agricultural 

show in Builth Wells.  

Having not missed the show 

for several years I was gutted 

when I worked out that I had to 

do EMS during the Royal Welsh 

week to make my weeks up. 

However, in the middle of my 

endless moaning I had a 

brainwave - there must be a 

vet working at the show! My 

mission was to try and get a 

week EMS with the vets of the 

Royal Welsh Show.  

After many emails and phone 

calls I finally managed to get a 

place and I was super excited! 

Walking into the showground 

on the Monday morning I had 

no idea what to expect. I 

turned up to the vets office 

expecting it to be the usual 

mad Monday morning at the 

vets – but I was pleasantly 

surprised to find all 5 vets 

sitting there all relaxed, 

drinking their morning cup of 

tea. After introducing myself 

and getting to know them all it 

wasn’t long until one of the 

‘walkytalkys’ called and we 

were rushed off to a lame 

sheep! Due to the size of the 

showground and the crowds 

of people, walking to our 

‘emergency’ would take too 

long so we got to travel in 

style in a golf buggy! This was 

one of my highlights of the 

week – jumping in the golf 

buggy and zooming off to the 

sheep shed– I felt like royalty! 

After returning back to the 

vets’ office, my morning just 

got better when I walked in 

and saw Catrin (my good 

friend from Liverpool 

University) sat there drinking 

a cup of tea - she had also 

booked to do a week EMS! I 

knew then I was in for a good 

week.  

To think that there is over a 

thousand livestock at the 

show, from rabbits and 

pigeons to the biggest Belgium 

blue bull you will ever see, the 

rest of the week was relatively 

quiet with only a few calls a 

day. This allowed plenty of 

time for me and Catrin to rest 

and recover from the night 

before as the night life at the 

show is pretty full on to say 

the least!  

We didn’t however just sit in 

the vets office and try and 

remember the antics from our 

night before, we got to see the 

range of problems that arise at 

an agricultural show of that 

scale. From colicing horses to 

uroliths in rams – we did see 

and learn a lot!  

Looking back it was a brilliant 

week and one I will not forget. 

I would highly recommend it 

to all you farm keen (and drink 

keen!) students. I think they 

only take 2 students during 

the week though, so get your 

application in early if you 

fancy it. If not then I would 

definitely recommend getting 

a bunch of you together and 

pitching a tent at the wild and 

wonderful Builth to 

experience at least a night and 

a day at the Royal Welsh 

Agricultural show as it will 

definitely be one amazing 

experience and one you will 

never forget! 

 

 

 

Nia Jones (Bristol) 
reflects on the perks 

of doing EMS at the 

show! 
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ON the 1st and 2nd of June I was 

part of a team of six students 

from the University of 

Nottingham chosen to steward 

at the Total Dairy seminar. All 

the lectures and seminars 

were held at Tortworth Court 

Hotel in Gloucestershire. The 

event was organised by the 

Evidence Based Veterinary 

Consultancy group and Model 

Nutrition Dairy Consultancy. 

As one of the stewards, my 

jobs included registering 

everyone on arrival and 

handing them their 

programmes, manning 

roaming mics for questions, 

recording talks when required 

and answering queries anyone 

had. 

The event gathered dairy 

experts from all over the world 

in one place, delivering the 

latest research and 

information to the farmers, 

nutritionists and vets through 

lectures, seminars and 

workshops. Subjects that were 

covered included nutrition in 

particular transition cow 

management, lameness, 

mastitis, animal handling and 

welfare and fertility. 

There were two talks that I 

learned the most from.  The 

most memorable talk I 

attended was given by Dr 

Temple Grandin on the 

importance of good 

stockmanship. In this lecture, 

Dr Grandin gave practical 

advice on handling cattle and 

the benefits of low stress 

handling for the animals. Dr 

Grandin is a fantastic speaker 

and I would fully encourage 

attending one of her talks 

given the opportunity. 

The second notable talk was a 

workshop given by Professor 

Chris Hudson, from the 

University of Nottingham, on 

the benefits of routine fertility 

visits. Topics discussed were 

the use of fixed time AI, 

synchronisation for first 

service and the benefits of 

reducing calving interval. 

 

Stewarding at the Total Dairy Seminar 

Rhys Hopkins (Nottingham) and five other Nottingham students 

stewarded at this year’s Total Dairy seminar.  
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AFTER graduating from RVC in 

July 2015 I began working life 

as a farm intern (or, officially 

speaking, a Junior Clinical 

Training Scholar in Farm 

Animal Health and Production) 

at Cambridge University. This 

involves working out of the 

university farm practice, 

usually with a small army of 

students in tow, and getting 

involved with referral cases 

that come through the 

hospital. Now that I have been 

through the experience of 

finding a first job, actually 

done it, and am now looking 

towards my second job (in 

private farm practice), I 

thought I may be able to share 

some useful advice about what 

to look for in a first job.   

 

Broadly speaking, you can 

probably consider your first 

job requirements in five main 

topics – support, experience, 

lifestyle, location and pay. The 

order of importance of these is 

something that is very 

personal, and that will define 

what sort of job is right for 

you. 

 

Support is a term that gets 

used a lot in relation to new 

grad vet jobs and it’s 

important to understand what 

it actually means. For me 

“support” revolves around 

working in a team that 

understands your situation as 

a new grad, and as such knows 

how your needs are different 

from a more experienced vet. 

This team includes senior vets, 

other assistants, reception 

staff and practice 

management. If the team 

understands your situation 

then they will make 

everything that bit easier, for 

example reception staff won’t 

pack your day with back-to-

back calls and, if you are not 

confident with a procedure, 

senior vets will help you out 

until you’re happy to do it 

alone. It is not possible for 

practices to be with you 

“holding your hand” every 

day, but you soon learn this 

isn’t actually what you need 

anyway.  

 

The best way of knowing if a 

practice is going to be 

supportive is to see if they 

have employed other new 

grads, and if so – are they still 

there! If they are then that’s a 

good sign that it’s a supportive 

environment. Take any 

opportunity to speak to the 

other young vets about their 

experience, either when 

you’re visiting the practice or 

by e-mail or social media (we 

all Facebook stalk – it’s 

nothing to be ashamed of!). If 

the practice hasn’t got 

experience in employing 

young vets then it may be 

more of a risk on the 

“support” issue. 

 

By “experience” I mean, “are 

you going to get out of it what 

you want?” Most new grads 

looking to go into farm 

Choosing the Right First Farm Job 

Ben Hurst (RVC Graduate and Cambridge Farm Intern) 
offers some advice on choosing a first job and considers that 

tricky question: internship vs. ‘regular job’?! 



  practice want plenty of clinical 

work to get their teeth into. 

Examples of where you may 

want to consider if this will be 

the case are: if it’s a mixed 

practice, is there enough 

clinical farm work for you? If 

it’s an endemic TB area, how 

much of your time is going to 

be spent TB testing? If it’s an 

internship, is there enough of a 

busy case load for you to get 

out of it what you want? If you 

are in doubt about any of these 

points I would certainly 

recommend asking questions 

during the interview. 

 

Location, lifestyle (in terms of 

rota, working times, holiday, 

etc.) and pay are all obvious 

issues that will have very 

different levels of importance 

for different people. 

Personally, I was willing to 

compromise on these points 

for support and experience, in 

my first job. However, for 

many of my friends this wasn’t 

the case – some wanted to be 

close to friends and/or family, 

some wanted a working 

pattern that suited them (for 

some that meant locuming – 

not something I would overly 

recommend for a new grad) 

and some wanted the most 

money that they could get 

their hands on! 

In terms of internship vs. 

“regular job”, it is very difficult 
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to make any generalised 

comment as they are all so 

different; that is, all the 

internships are very different 

from each other and every 

practice is going to be 

different. However, on the 

whole, I would say that as an 

intern you are more likely to 

receive good support and gain 

a good level of experience. 

That being said, many of my 

friends that have gone into 

“regular jobs” have had 

equally good support and 

experience... And they are 

certainly better paid! Also it’s 

important to be sure that an 

internship doesn’t just mean 

that you are a cheap member 

of staff – if you’re going to do 

an internship then make sure 

you are going to have good 

support and experience as 

that’s why you are taking the 

pay cut! You’re not slave 

labour! 

 

For me the Cambridge 

internship has been a fantastic 

start to my career as a farm vet 

because it provided the 

support and experience that I 

wanted. This has ultimately 

given me the confidence to be 

able to get a second job which 

will be better on the location, 

lifestyle and pay front. But, 

obviously, what’s right for me 

won’t necessarily be for you. 

Think carefully about what 

your priorities are and what 

you want out of your first job. 

If in doubt – ask lots of 

questions in the interview. If 

you’re still in doubt – probably 

keep looking! 
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My First Year in Practice 

Eleanor Price (Bristol Graduate) offers her top tips for surviving 

your first year in practice. 

A FIRST year in practice is full 

of ups and downs, so much 

more so than I could ever have 

imagined as a student. The 

incredible elation when things 

go well, can be followed even 

very supportive colleagues, 

both vets and the office team 

and very friendly farmers but 

I’ve still learnt tonnes along 

the way. Some tips for the 

challenges faced in year one… 

 

in an hour to the lowest 

depths, be it something has 

gone wrong or just tiredness 

and low blood sugar! I have 

been exceptionally lucky to 

have worked in a practice with 

1. Be confident (but not cocky!). When you arrive on the farm introduce yourself, get 

chatting! The weather, the football, the rugby, silaging, harvest, cattle breeding, who buys 

your milk, what sort of system do you run, hobbies! Absolutely anything can be a topic of 

conversation, communication is so, so important! A confident vet inspires confidence in 

the farmer.  

 

 

2. Ask for help when you need it. It is not defeat, it’s an important ability to have! Whether 

it’s advice or practical help, as a young vet it’s normal to need help. Farmers don’t mind! 

But it’s important to do it in the right way, be confident in what you do know or have 

done, and present that to the farmer confidently. There’s no shame in calling a farmer 

back later if after discussing with a colleague you realise there’s other things you could 

have done or would like to recheck. 

 

 

3. Invest in a map. SatNavs are rubbish! The postcodes for some farms are actually for the 

house a couple of miles away, then everyone gets stressed when you’re late, you’ve got 

no signal to call for directions, blah, blah, blah! The impassable ford that the SatNav tries 

to take you through after heavy winter rain is also not fun! In my opinion using a map 

allows you a better appreciation of how different areas link together and you find your 

way around faster. 
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4. Always have emergency supplies… Food, water, a spare T-shirt and trousers.  

 

 

5. Don’t forget to restock your car. You look like an unbelievable fool when you turn out 

with not enough drugs, needles, syringes, uncharged clippers - you name it! 

 

 

6. Make the most of your time off. Life isn’t all about being a vet, enjoy your hobbies, go to 

parties etc. You’ll be a better vet if you have a better life! If you move to a new area then 

try to integrate into the community, make the effort to make friends etc. The support of 

your family and friends is vital. 

 

 

7. Take credit when credit’s due: even if it’s something tiny, appreciate your achievements. 

 

 

8. Keep smiling! If you’ve had a bad day, tomorrow is always another day. If you’ve had a 

good day then enjoy that feeling. 

 

A FINAL year elective 

project carried out at 

Cambridge Vet School 

looking at dairy heifer calf 

growth rates is continuing 

and expanding into the first 

year of being in farm 

Developing a Final Year Project into 
Practice 

practice. Early life factors 

have been shown to 

determine lifetime 

productivity and 

profitability, with colostrum 

management and growth 

rates particularly important. 

Sam Bowker (Cambridge Graduate) explains how he has 

continued to develop his final year project in his first job with the 

Willows Vet Group. 



  
Final Year Project 

100 calves from 3 farms in 

Devon were blood sampled 

between 2-7 days old for 

serum total protein values 

(STPs) and weighed at 

various intervals up to 

weaning at 8 weeks old. This 

was done to assess the 

effect of colostral antibody 

level on pre-weaning 

growth rates. The results 

showed that there was no 

linear relationship between 

STP levels and pre-weaning 

growth rates. However, if a 

cut off of 4.8g/dl was 

applied (around the 

commonly quoted level for 

failure of passive transfer of 

5.2g/dl), it was found that 

calves that had a STP less 

than 4.8g/dl grew 

significantly less than those 

with a STP above 4.8g/dl. 

This fit with the majority of 

the literature; the 

hypothesis being that calves 

that do not receive 

adequate colostrum are 

more likely to develop 

disease (scour, pneumonia 

etc) and therefore will grow 

more slowly. The scope of 

the study did not allow for 

disease incidence to be 

accounted for. 

Project in Practice 

Since graduating, it was 

noticeable that a number of 

farmers rear calves fairly 

well up to weaning, but that 

a large number of calves 

experience significant 

checks in growth rate in the 

post-weaning period – the 

transition from a milk-fed 

calf to a ruminant. As such, a 

lot of the good work is 

undone, and farmers can 

struggle to rear heifers that 

are big enough to calve at 

22-24 months (the most 

profitable age of first 

calving). 

With help from the 

Moredun Foundation, a 

project has been started 

aiming to look at growth 

rates around weaning. 

Building on the final year 

project mentioned above, 

dairy heifer calves from 2 

farms are blood sampled 

between 2 and 7 days and 

weighed every 4 weeks up 

to 16 weeks old. This will 

allow analysis of longer term 

effects of passive transfer, 

and in this project, disease 

incidence is being 

accounted for. In addition, 

one of the farms is trialling 2 

different weaning methods 

(abrupt v. graduated) to 

assess if there is any 

difference in the post-

weaning growth rate – the 

aim being to determine 

which method of weaning is 

better at 

preventing/reducing the 

post-weaning growth rate 

check experienced on many 

farms. Keep an eye out for 

the results which hopefully 

will be published next year! 
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ON Saturday 23rd January (well 

worth a day out the weekend) 

a little under 30 students 

visited Ve-Tech Holsteins at 

Strandhead Farm in Tarbolton, 

Ayrshire by the kind 

permission of the Veitch 

family.  

 

We travelled there in carloads 

(there were a few stragglers 

who got lost) and were kindly 

greeted by owner Robert 

Veitch, then began our tour.  

We were shown around and 

talked to expertly on subjects 

including robotic milking, 

automated feeding and 

nutrition, shed design, calf 

care, and breeding with plenty 

of opportunities to ask 

questions.   

The £1.8 million pound 

facilities include some of the 

most advanced robotic 

milking systems in the world. 

Robert took us in small groups 

to observe the robots. He 

explained how they work and 

things that go wrong as it’s not 

all plain sailing! As well as 

milking robots, there is an 

automated feeding robot and 

another which helps tidy up, 

which were both astounding 

to watch at work. Robert also 

discussed what rations are fed 

to each group and what these 

were made up of.   

 

The milking, dry cows and 

youngest calves are all kept in 

one shed, the size of it was 

something to behold and 

almost comparable with an 

American/Canadian sized 

shed.  Ve-Tech as a  company 

started out producing 

concrete and building sheds, a 

business which still thrives 

today so this recently built 

shed is really world-class, 

Glasgow Visit Ve-Tech Holsteins 

Amelia Lynch (Glasgow) describes a winter GFAVS trip to 

visit the progressive Ve-Tech Holsteins at Strandhead Farm, 

Tarbolton, Ayrshire. 

The £1.8 million pound 

facilities include some of 

the most advanced 

robotic milking systems 

in the world. 
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which is important as the 

cows are housed all year 

round.  The concrete slats are 

made from special non slip 

concrete that helps prevent 

accidents as well as improving 

grip and therefore cow 

comfort and well-being.  From 

the cubicles to the feed 

spacing to the cow brushes, 

this shed really is designed for 

optimum cow comfort. 

 

We then moved onto the 

calves. They are all housed 

individually in pens when they 

first born and are then moved 

into larger pens and allowed 

to mix with other calves. I am 

a real dairy geek so was very 

interested to see what bulls 

the different calves were sired 

by and what traits they were 

showing.  Towards the end of 

our visit we were shown the 

older heifers and this again 

allowed geeky me to see the 

progeny of some top sires and 

possible show heifers/cows of 

the future.  

 

Ve-Tech Holsteins are an up 

and coming herd with deep 

pedigrees and a great deal of 

success in the show ring.  

Robert therefore also very 

kindly selected a few cows 

and discussed good and bad 

points regarding their physical 

appearance, which are all 

things a judge would look at in 

the show ring. The cows were 

spectacular and many of them 

have been successful in the 

show ring.  We all felt this was 

very useful as it’s not 

something we are taught at 

university and knowing these 

things and being able to point 

them out to farmers will help 

gain respect when on farm!  

 

All in all a very informative trip 

enjoyed by everyone (apart 

from those who got lost!), we 

hope to visit again and would 

thoroughly recommend a visit 

to other universities, no 

matter the distance! 

 

 



Samantha McDonnell BVetMed  

MRCVS (Wern Vets, Llanrwst) 

offers a guide to ram 

vasectomies. 

 

THIS summer marks the end of 

LFAVS’s most successful year. 

In November we held our first 

ever practical, with over 50 

students learning the ins and 

outs of foot trimming which 

was an overwhelming success. 

In the spring we were able to 

offer our members a backstage 

pass to the Genus breeding 

unit in North Wales where 

they were given a seminar and 

demonstration into the unique 

and fascinating world of 

modern day genomics by 

professionals leading the field. 

Throughout the year we ran 

farm walks covering various 

production systems allowing 

Busy Year for LFAVS 

Graeme Hutchinson (Liverpool) reflects on a successful year for 

LFAVS. 

our members to gain a wider 

knowledge of the industry, 

with each walk accompanied 

by a vet to take us through the 

nitty-gritty importance of 

nutrition and housing. In 

addition to our out of campus 

ventures we ran numerous 

talks and seminars from a 

variety of internal and external 

speakers covering a wide 

range of topics, from the 

economics of how to run a 

successful dairy farm to claw 

lesions and back again. The 

most exciting news however, 

was our success in obtaining 

the opportunity to hold the 

2017 FAVS congress here in 

Liverpool! This will be the first 

time the event has come to 

Merseyside and there is a 

huge team of eager students 

ready to put on a show that 

will knock your wellies off. 

(See page 3 for further details 

of congress 2017). 
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A Practitioner’s Guide to Ram 
Vasectomies 

SUMMER is the time of year 

for ram vasectomies.  Teaser 

rams can be a great way of 

tightening up the lambing 

period.  Rams chosen as 

teasers should be fit, sound, 

and have good libido.   



  

  

Prophylactic antibiotic use is a 

contentious issue.  As we 

don’t perform this surgery in 

an operating theatre, I give 

long-acting penicillin before 

starting.  

 

Surgical Procedure: 

1. Make a 3cm incision over 
the spermatic cord, just distal 
to the accessory teats. 
2. Exteriorise the spermatic 
cord.  You can hook a pair of 
forceps underneath to stop it 
popping back in.   
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 Restraint: 

The key to good restraint is 

effective anaesthetic 

technique.  Rams should be 

held in a sitting position.  You 

can sit them on the floor and 

have your assistant sitting on a 

chair, or if you have more than 

one to do, it’s advisable to sit 

the ram on a bale or table to 

save your back!  I used to think 

of vasectomies as fiddly 

surgeries.  Now that I have 

figured out what methods of 

restraint and anaesthesia 

work best for me, I really enjoy 

doing them.  Once you’re 

happy about which bit is the 

vas deferens they’re not too 

difficult.   

 

Anaesthesia: 

Lumbosacral epidural 

anaesthesia provides great 

operating conditions for 

vasectomy.  It does take a little 

skill, but the only way to learn 

is by doing!  Sedation with 

intravenous diazepam helps 

to chill rams out and makes it 

easier to position them for 

their epidural injection 

(remembering this drug is not 

licensed in sheep and 

therefore used under the 

cascade).  There are some 

small risks specific to 

lumbosacral epidural 

injections which need to be 

discussed with the farmer 

beforehand in the interests of 

obtaining informed consent.  

These include hypotension, 

epidural haemorrhage, 

intravascular injection, flaccid 

tail and neuropathy.  See the 

references below for 

technique and dose rates for 

local, or ideally get someone 

experienced to show you.  

 

Rams should also be given a 

non-steroidal anti-

inflammatory drug prior to 

surgery.  There are none 

licensed for sheep.  Suitable 

choices under the cascade 

include flunixin or meloxicam.  
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Lumbosacral Epidural Skin Infiltration 

Good anaesthesia throughout op. 
Skin anesthetised but may experience pain 

when spermatic cord manipulated. 

No damage to incision sites. 
Local injection risks damage to spermatic cord & 

haematoma formation. 

Good relaxation of cremaster muscle makes it 
easy to remove a decent length of vas 

deferens. 

No relaxation of cremaster muscle.  May be 
more difficult to exteriorise spermatic cord. 

Sheep unable to kick.  Patient remains still 
during surgery. 

Motor function to hind limbs intact.  Kicking 
may cause drapes to be dislodged & asepsis to 

be broken. 

 



 

  

 

presented for post mortem 
exam if farmer doesn’t mind). 

 Farmers should be advised 
to clearly and permanently 
mark vasectomised rams e.g. 
with an extra ear tag.   
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developing in recumbent 
animals (i.e. before your 
epidural wears off). 

 Consider applying fly 
repellent post op if the farmer 
has not already done so.  

 Rams should be kept 
somewhere clean and 
checked for excessive swelling 
at the op site for a few days 
afterwards. 

 Ideally teaser rams should 
be fertility tested before use 
to ensure they are no longer 
fertile.  

Top Tips: 

 Make sure the rams have 
ear tags with individual ID 
numbers on them before you 
start.   

 Ensure the farmer knows 
how to use his teasers, that 
they won’t work forever, and 
understands there is a risk 
they may be fertile for up to 7 
weeks following surgery.   

 Practice lumbosacral 
epidural technique on 
cadavers (use animals 

3. Find the spermatic cord 
(firm white tube, located 
medially), use scalpel to make 
a nick in the overlying tunic 
and draw out approx. 6cm. 
4. Clamp and ligate each end 
before removing the section 
between the sutures. 
5. Place your vas deferens in a 
pot of formalin clearly labelled 
with the date, farm details & 
animal ID. 
6. Close your skin incision and 
repeat on the other side.  
7. I use catgut throughout the 
procedure.  While it isn’t ideal 
to use absorbable material in 
the skin in farm animals, many 
of our clients won’t be willing 
to remove nylon sutures 
(leaving them in often creates 
suture tract infection).  Also 
catgut may increase scarring, 
helping us to identify between 
vasectomised rams and fertile 
ones.  
 
Post-op Care: 

 Soft bedding can reduce the 
chances of a neuropathy 

Further Info & References: 

1. Neil Sargison’s book 
‘Sheep Flock Health, A 
planned approach’ 
describes epidural and 
surgical technique for 
vasecomy.  A good 
Christmas present if you’re 
super keen on sheep!   
2. InPractice (2007) 29, 596-
603, ‘Practical anaesthesia 
and analgesia in sheep, 
goats and calves’ talks about 
local blocks and sedation. 
3. The Sheep Veterinary 
Society membership is 
cheap for students and 
recent graduates.  Worth 
joining as they provide good 
CPD.  As ‘the friendly 
society’ they are very 
approachable should you 
need advice.   
 

 

 

FAVS FEATURES                            15 

    

Zoe Hebblethwaite (Bristol) 

explores the world of dairy 

buffalo farming. 

 

Farming Dairy Water Buffalo in the UK 
AT FIRST glance Asian water 

buffalo can appear quite 

intimidating and boisterous, 

not what you’d want in an 

intricate milking parlour! In 

reality these intelligent, 



  

 FAVS FEATURES                       16 

    

 

 FAVS FEATURES                            16 

    

milk making it a creamier but 

healthier alternative, and is 

tolerated better by the lactose 

intolerant. Pasteurised buffalo 

milk and ice cream are also 

becoming increasingly 

popular products.   

Reproduction wise they are 

often left to natural breeding 

with a bull running in the herd 

and have high fertility levels. A 

buffalo heifer will be bred at a 

similar age to a conventional 

black-and-white although 

gestation length can often be 

a bit more variable, with the 

average buffalo calving 

without any assistance 

needed at just over 2 years of 

age. Cow and calf are 

(carefully!) separated after 

the first few feeds, to try and 

ensure good colostral intake. 

The lactation follows a similar 

pattern to conventional cows’ 

curious animals adapt well to 

the UK farming and there are 

several dairy farms in England, 

Scotland, Wales and Ireland. 

The origin of the first water 

buffalo in the UK is continental 

imports often from Romania 

and Italy, making them 

genetic cousins of Asian water 

buffalo. The dairy industry’s 

produce is mainly used for 

manufacturing mozzarella, a 

unique Italian cheese 

traditionally from the 

Campania region. The 

production of mozzarella 

requires milk with a particular 

casein content which buffalo 

milk has, and although it can 

be made from cows milk it 

won’t taste as good. The milk 

has on average double the 

butterfat content but a lower 

cholesterol content (55mg 

lower) compared to cows’ 

but peak production will be 

between 8-14L per day 

depending on the parity, 

nutrition and genetics of the 

cow. They are usually milked 

twice a day in the UK. Calves 

are often fed from ‘freshly 

calved group’ milk which 

cannot go into bulk tank, and 

weaned gradually starting at 6 

weeks of age, and usually 

complete by 10 weeks. Heifer 

calves may be used as herd 

replacements or raised for 

meat along with castrated bull 

calves, although sadly the 

meat demand has declined in 

the last year meaning 

sometimes the only economic 

option is to euthanise bull 

calves and non-replacement 

heifers. Thankfully they are 

fairly TB resistant animals, 

with relatively low levels of 

mastitis, foot problems and 

parasites. They are usually 

housed over winter and fed 

silage and cake, and outside 

over summer with 

supplementary feed provided 

depending on grass growth. 

Buffalo have a love of puddles 

and wallowing which can 

make walks to the collecting 

yard entertaining, and they 

love to test the strength of 

gaits and posts, meaning any 

buildings and catches have to 

be fairly substantial to prevent 

escape to freedom! 
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‘Hello FAVS’ from the Farm Division of 
Liverpool Vet School 

The Farm Division of Liverpool Vet School 
gives an insight into their farm animal teaching. 

in Cheshire; one week is 

dedicated to the study of 

bovine reproduction and 

fertility with routine fertility 

visits every morning and 

tutorials/practicals during the 

afternoons. A further week is 

spent with our foot trimmers 

who attend to our clients’ 

herds whilst teaching the 

students practical foot 

trimming and who deliver 

tutorials encompassing risk 

factors for lameness , 

recognition of lesions and 

WITH a current population of 

60 million people in the UK 

and a world population of 6 

billion, the questions have to 

be asked: How do we feed 

everybody? How can we do so 

safely? How can we do so 

without compromising animal 

welfare? How can we 

maintain affordable food 

supplies? 

Livestock Health and Welfare 

division at Liverpool believes 

that we cannot have a safe 

food chain unless we educate 

the veterinary surgeons of the 

future in the areas of 

Veterinary Public Health 

(VPH), and Farm Animal 

Medicine and Surgery at both 

the individual level and the 

herd/flock level.  

Each student now spends ten 

rotation weeks dedicated to 

Livestock Teaching, Disease 

Investigation (DI) and to VPH. 

Three weeks are dedicated to 

the work in our own practice 

which serves dairy, beef and 

sheep farms and smallholders 

lameness management. 

Finally the “Practice Group” 

undertakes, with a veterinary 

surgeon, all other practice 

calls and care of inpatients 

and commits to an out of 

hours rota.  

During Disease Investigation 

and VPH students perform 

supervised post-mortems and 

discuss the cases; the DI 

rotation week is under the 

supervision of a highly 

experienced pathologist 

whilst the rotation in 

Veterinary Public Health 

includes visits to food 

establishments and other 

premises together with 

bacteriological examination of 

meat samples, diagnostics, 

case discussions, student 

Undergraduates using simulators in the ‘Cow Lab’. 
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“Jason”) and perform routine 

procedures for our university 

herds such as disbudding, 

blood testing and late 

pregnancy diagnoses.  

Our own pedigree Holstein 

herd comprising 180 cows, 

plus a commercial sheep flock, 

pedigree Hereford herd and 

Gloucester Old Spot pigs has 

contributed enormously to 

the Herd Health and Clinical 

Skills teaching. The facilities 

on the farms are available to 

students who wish to further 

their knowledge of animal 

behaviour, husbandry and 

nutrition in their own time and 

the farm managers welcome 

groups of students for revision 

sessions. 

assignments including 

presentations and a HACCP 

analysis. 

A further four weeks are spent 

on flock and herd health. Visits 

to farmers at the invitation of 

their veterinary surgeons have 

enabled our student groups to 

visit a variety of farms and 

deliver herd / flock analyses 

and reports. So far we have 

visited farms in Cheshire, 

Staffordshire and Anglesey.  

Introduction of the “Clinical 

Skills” week has been popular, 

a week  in which students 

practice common procedures 

on simulators (one such 

acquisition was our calving 

simulator “Kylie” and her calf 

We appreciate that a minority 

of students perhaps wish to 

pursue careers specifically in 

the fields of Farm Practice or 

VPH but we aim to inspire you 

that science needs veterinary 

surgeons who understand 

epidemiology of disease or 

who wish to use their 

expertise to educate those in 

less developed areas of the 

world. One has only to 

consider the massive benefits 

to humanity and the ungulate 

population of Africa when 

Rinderpest Virus was 

eradicated in order to 

appreciate the role that 

veterinary surgeons can play 

on the world stage. 
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Undergraduates working on cadaver specimens with our diplomate foot trimmer. 
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