Focussing on health promotion on organic farming in practice – 

the example of the Swiss pro-q project 
M. Walkenhorst, F. Heil, S. Ivemeyer, P. Klocke, A. Mäschli, C. Notz
Abstract: In organic livestock production a high status of animal health should be reached and maintained mainly with preventive measures. The Swiss pro-q project provides and example of how to change the focus from treating diseases to keeping animals healthy on organic farms. Data of the mastitis status and the use of antibiotics of about 100 Swiss organic dairy herds have been collected since 2003. Quarter milk samples and milk recording data are used as criteria to determine the mastitis status. During a period of at least 2 years the project farms will be intensively advised by the project team in relation to observed mastitis causing factors in housing, feeding, human-animal-interaction, milking technology and milking hygiene. Therapies are primarily based on homeopathic remedies. The development of the mastitis status of the farms is followed up at regular intervals to show possible correlations between extension inputs and mastitis status. In addition, a database has been set up to provide information for farmers and veterinarians in preventive herd health management. The aims of the project are reduction of the use of antibiotics in udder treatment, improvement of the udder health status of the herds and, as a consequence, improvement of milk quality. 

Introduction

Milk and other dairy products are the most important products of Swiss organic agriculture. A remarkable part of the Swiss fresh milk production sector is based on organic milk. Consumers expect that organic milk comes from healthy cows and is of a high quality.
Mastitis is one of the major health problems in Swiss organic dairy herds (Busato et al., 2000). There is no significant difference in milk quality (Rösch et al., 2005) and in antibiotic resistance of udder pathogens between organic and conventional farms (Rösch et al., 2006). However, there are approaches for the improvement of udder health on organic farms (Notz et al., 2002; Walkenhorst et al., 2004). Prevention in combination with complementary medicine has been able to reduce the use of antibiotics tremendously without any negative consequences for udder health on the farms (Notz et al. 2005).

The Swiss and the EU regulation of organic agriculture demands to maintain animal health on organic herds with preventive measures but strategies of preventive herd health management are not well implemented in organic livestock production. In general, the veterinary practices on organic farms differ not from the procedure on conventional farms and are predominantly confined in the treatment of diseased individuals. 

The Pro-q project was launched in 2003 with the objective to improve the udder health and minimize the use of antibiotics by using strategies of preventive veterinary herd health management in combination with complementary veterinary medicine, in particular homeopathy.
Material and Methods
By the end of February 2006 a total of 97 dairy farms had joined the project. A project team of veterinarians and agronomists collected data of mastitis causing factors on all these farms: housing, feeding, human-cow-interaction, milking technology, and milking hygiene. When the programme began on farm and one year later, the udders of all lactating cows were clinically examined and foremilk samples were taken from all lactating udder quarters for bacteriological and cytological analysis. Quarter foremilk samples were also taken before and 30 days after mastitis treatment, before drying off and after calving of cows with a cow composite somatic cell count (SCC) of more than 100’000/ml or a positive California mastitis test (Tab. 1).
Data about the mastitis treatment including antibiotics use and the monthly milk recording data were collected retrospectively for one year before farm individual project start and after that continuously.

Tab. 1: Complete udder investigation dates (clinical, bacteriology, quarter SCC) 

	 
	Mandadory (all lactating cows in all farms)
	Cows with current SCC >100k/ml
	In case of clinical  mastitis

	Beginning of farm programme
	X
	
	

	after 1st project year
	X
	
	

	Before dry off
	
	X
	

	First week after calving 
	
	X
	

	Before treatment
	
	
	X

	 30d after treatment
	
	
	X


During a period of at least 2 years, these farms and their veterinarian practitioners were intensively advised by the project team. For this 4 – 8 farm visits take place yearly. These visits included the recording of body condition scoring, dirtiness and claw status of each individual cow, the scoring of different factors of the cow’s environment and a discussion with the farmer and the veterinarian regarding milk recording data, feeding, and environment of the cows and therapy of individuals. A database of health data and milk recording data was set up to provide information for farmers and veterinarians in preventive herd health management. Recommendations in complementary therapy were primarily based on homeopathic remedies. The farmers contributed to the project with 80 Swiss Francs per cow and year including the support of the project team and all milk sample analysis.

The effects of the project strategy on the udder health and the amount of antibiotics use in the participating dairy herds should be shown. The year before the individual project start will be compared with the first project year regarding cow composite somatic cell count and the use of antibiotics. Furthermore the clinical udder findings and the quarter foremilk somatic cell count and bacteriology will be compared between the start of the project and one year after.
Results
Of all participating project farms 57 had completed the first programme year by February 2006 and further data will be analysed. 13 farms had finished the second year and the results of the first programme year of these 13 farms are available. The moving average (covering one year) of the weighted somatic cell count mean (WSCC) based on milk recording data is shown in Fig 1. 4 farms had a value of more than 100’000/ml at the project start, and three of them this parameter improved clearly during the first project year, on 1 farm it stayed constant.  Of the 9 herds starting with a lower WSCC mean (< 100’000/ml), 8 kept this status during the first project year, and one herd rose to 120’000/ml. After the first project year all project farms showed a WSCC mean < 150’000/ml.
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Fig  1: Development of the moving average (GM) of the weighted somatic cell count mean of the first 13 project farms
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