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	New research shows nearly one in 4 teats fail to close during the dry period. That leaves a lot of udders exposed to new infections

Nature equips dairy cows with their own defense against bacteria during the dry period. It’s known as the keratin plug, a waxy substance that forms a barrier in the teat canal during the first week or so of the dry period. Bacteria can't get through or around it. Trouble is, it doesn't always form.

A new research study indicates that 23.4% of teats are not sealed at 6 weeks after drying off, and some never form a keratin plug during the dry period.

That means a cow’s natural defense can become a key factor in her vulnerability to new intramammary infections (IMI) during the dry period. When the keratin plug does not form, she's at risk of developing new infections.

“Timely formation of the teat-canal keratin plug during the dry period has been shown to be one of the most important factors affecting susceptibility to new intramammary infections,” says researcher Randy Dingwell of the Atlantic Veterinary College. “We were quite astounded by the high percentage of cows not forming their own keratin plugs."

The study by Dingwell, along with colleagues at other universities in the U.S. and Canada, tracked cows in 5 research herds to document teat closure. Three hundred cows were examined weekly for 6-week dry periods. 

The research confirmed that open quarters make dairy cows more susceptible to new IMI. Cows with one open quarter were 1.8 times more susceptible to new infection. Cows with 2 or more quarters open were 4 times more likely to develop infection.

“We also discovered that a significant number of cows with open teats were higher producers, which makes for an even more costly problem should these cows become infected,” explains Dingwell.

Other factors influencing the rate of infection in dry cows included teat shape and integrity, and bacterial levels at the teat end. Cows need protection that lasts throughout the dry period, not just for the first few weeks.

Traditional dry cow antibiotic therapy treats existing mastitis infections and prevent development of new ones in the early dry period. But protection does not persist at therapeutic levels beyond the first 2 to 3 weeks. The udder again becomes vulnerable in the mid to late dry period when environmental pathogens are a threat.

To "seal" teats for the full dry period, Pfizer Animal Health recently introduced a new product to the Canadian market. An inert, sterile, non-antibiotic paste called OrbeSeal, it's infused into each quarter at dry-off and stripped out easily at calving.

“This simple, safe, science-based product is the next step in dry cow management,” claims Randy Graham, manager of dairy veterinary services for Pfizer Canada. “Open teat ends are 'highways' to infectious mastitis bacteria. OrbeSeal is designed to provide protection throughout the entire dry period when cows are most vulnerable to mastitis pathogens.”

Despite all the work done to prevent and control mastitis over many years, it remains the most costly disease of dairy cows. The National Mastitis Council estimates an average loss of US$184 per cow per year in reduced milk quality and quantity. 
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