
Rural round-up

What is Farm Services you ask? We’re 
the ones on the other end of the phone 
when you ring to ask for a large animal 
vet to visit your farm.  

We book in the routine work such as 
scanning, metrichecking, and trace 
element testing, plus consults with your 
KeyVet. We’re also where emergency 
calls come through to during business 
hours, and we decide which vet to send 
so they get to you fast.  

At the time of writing, calving season 
is finally coming to an end – we only 
had two calving callouts this week in 
the West. The most memorable call 
I’ve had this year was when I asked, 
“What is going on? What can you feel? 
Head back? Breech?”, and the caller 
replied, “Jess, I can feel two heads 
and legs everywhere!”. Spring always 
brings weird and wonderful things, so 
we never know what we’re going to get 
when we pick up the phone! 

Repro season is now upon us, so our 
vets and vet technicians are busy on-
farm, administering PG shots to heifers 
and inserting/removing CIDRs in non-
cycling cows. What our Farm Services 
team does during this time is ensure vet 
and tech calendars are well-managed. 
We make sure each vet’s day flows 
smoothly, so they’re not travelling back 
and forth across the region and we 
utilise their time efficiently. 

Before we know it, it’ll be scanning 
season and we’ll be busy planning 
January and February, pencilling in 
bookings to make sure we can fit in 
everyone who scans with us. Then we’ll 
be in touch with our farmers, checking 
that it all works for you. 

So, when your phone rings and it’s the 
clinic number, it’s likely to be one of our 
lovely Farm Services ladies trying to 
book a job. Please answer the phone!  

SHEEP
•	FEC check before deciding on  

pre-wean drenching. 
•	Where are your lambs going after 

weaning – can you get them onto 
paddocks that did not have lambing 
ewes on them? Or crops? It’s all 
about avoiding the parasites.

•	Order fly prevention – we can help! 

DEER
•	Get your velvet supervisory visit 

done as early as possible. 
•	Book us in to velvet sire stags. 
•	Set stock fawning mobs onto high 

quality pasture.

WORKING DOGS
•	Do your dogs need a WOOF WOF 

post-lambing?

DAIRY
•	Check calves are the right weight 

before weaning.  
•	Drench calves appropriately and look 

out for coccidiosis.  
•	Continue any hormone intervention 

programmes to get cows cycling at 
the right time.

•	Follow your mating plan and ensure 
you’re meeting submission targets.

•	Look out for lameness and treat any 
lame cows promptly.

BEEF
•	Consider fertility testing your bulls. 
•	BVD booster shots for bulls, heifers 

and cows, ideally four weeks prior to 
mating. 

•	FEC test hand-reared calves to see if 
they need a drench.

ON-FARM FOCUS
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How will you know when drenching is 
required?

Calves may start to take on a ‘pear 
shape’ when viewed from the front if 
they are burdened with worms, but the 
only way to know for sure is to test. 

We can do a quick faecal egg count 
(FEC) test for you. Bring in 10 fresh 
individual poo samples (use ziplock 
bags or grab a free kit from our clinics) 
and find out if drenching is needed. If 
you do drench, we can also check if 
it’s been effective. By testing we can 
target the appropriate treatment.

Let’s maximise the effort you’ve put in 
and ensure they keep growing well. To 
learn more about effective drenching 
and parasite management strategies 
for calves, talk to your KeyVet.

Congratulations to everyone who 
has reared dairy or beef calves this 
season – you’ve got grit! Now it’s 
time to make sure you get the most 
out of your hard work.    

Once calves start eating grass and 
consuming less milk or meal, they’ll 
also start picking up parasites – and 
this will begin to impact them. 

Traditionally, drenches have been our 
go-to tool for parasite control. However, 
we’re increasingly concerned that 
drenches are becoming less effective, 
so we’re encouraging farmers to check 
their effectiveness and use other 
management tools as part of a broader 
parasite control plan.  

On some farms, this can be as simple 
as putting young calves in a different 
paddock from the one used last 
season. It’s the constant grazing of 
calves in the same area that causes 
problems. While it may be trickier on 
other farms, there are still steps you 
can take to reduce parasite exposure.

by Donna Hamilton

Managing 
parasites in calves 

WE’RE IN IT TOGETHER
If you have been affected by power 
outages, you may be dealing with 
challenges around milk quality/
mastitis, metabolic issues, nutrition, 
and water supply for your stock. 
We’re here to help you find the best 
outcomes for your animals and 
support you wherever we can. As 
every farm’s situation is unique and 
complex, we strongly encourage 
you to contact your KeyVet directly 
to talk through any concerns.
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Recently I was asked to perform a post-
mortem examination on a calf that had 
died unexpectedly after disbudding.  

The calves had all been sedated to do 
the job, and afterwards this calf woke 
without any problems. However, once 
she sat up and started moving around, 
she was seen breathing strangely. 
Sadly, she died a few hours later.  

When I opened her up for the 
examination, I found her liver was 
enlarged and her heart was huge and 
misshapen – almost like a ball. The 
walls of the right side of the heart 
were far thicker than they should have 
been and so were the muscles that 
control the opening of the heart valves. 
Additionally, the sac around the heart 
was full of fluid, when normally it would 
be pretty much empty. These signs all 
pointed towards right-sided congestive 
heart failure.  

Cardiac  
calf case
by Keryn Cresswell

When I looked closer, I found a large 
hole in the wall between the two 
ventricles (the lower heart chambers)  – 
see figure 1. A ventricular septal defect 
(hole in the heart) is a congenital defect 
occasionally found in calves and the 
cause is unknown.  

In a normal heart, when the ventricles 
contract the right one pumps blood to 
the lungs, while the left one pumps 
blood around the rest of the body. If 
there is a hole in the wall between 
them, some blood flows through the 
hole from left to right instead. 

Due to its smaller workload, the right 
ventricle is naturally weaker. But when 
this extra blood flow happens it has 
to work a lot harder, which causes 
it to enlarge as the muscle bulks up 
– see figure 2. As the wall thickens 
there’s less room in the ventricle for 
blood, so it starts backing up into the 
liver. Eventually circulation collapses, 
causing death.  

Most affected animals die at birth or at 
a very young age, although some can 
survive to adulthood if the hole is small. 
Symptoms can include poor growth, 
weakness, listlessness, and difficulty 
breathing after exercise. 

Many calves with this issue die 
suddenly when they are a few weeks 
old. In this case, no symptoms had been 
noticed before the calf was sedated, but 
the sedation was probably too much for 
the already struggling heart.  

Figure 1. My finger is showing the hole between 
the walls of the ventricles.

Figure 2. The wall of the right ventricle is massively 
thickened, almost obliterating the chamber so there 
is no room for blood. In a normal heart the wall of 
the left ventricle is three times thicker than the right 
– not the case here! 

Benchmarking pre-mating cycling rates

In the lead up to mating this year, we 
took a look at how cycling rates were 
tracking on some of our farms that are 
using wearable technology.

These graphs show the percentage of 
each herd cycling in the weeks prior 
to their planned start of mating (PSM). 
We’ve pulled out the heifers (first 
calvers) to compare them against the 
overall herd (the herd data is inclusive 
of the heifer’s data). As expected, heifer 
cycling rates exceeded overall herd 
cycling rates on most farms.

by Bianca Mackintosh The average cycling rate on these 
farms 5 weeks pre-mating was 40% 
for herds and 50% for heifers.
At 4 weeks pre-mating, the average 
cycling rate was 48% for herds and 
59% for heifers.
By 3 weeks pre-mating, the average 
cycling rate on these farms was 56% 
for herds and 65% for heifers.
There are many factors at play when it 
comes to cycling rates, including:

•	 Cow condition and nutrition – did they 
reach pre-calving targets and was 
much condition lost post-calving?

•	 Youngstock management – were the 
first calvers well grown?

•	 Heifer management – how have first 
calvers transitioned into milking?

•	 Calving spread of heifers and cows – 
has this delayed return to cycling?

•	 Overall health, i.e. calving troubles, 
metabolic issues, mastitis.

The majority of farms we looked at 
were ahead of where they were at the 
same stage last season, which is a 
positive sign for upcoming submission 
rates, but as you can see there is a lot 
of variation between farms!

in herds with wearables
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With ram sales around the corner, it’s 
a good time to think about the health 
of incoming rams, and the role of the 
voluntary Brucella Ovis Accreditation 
Scheme in NZ’s sheep industry.

What is Brucella ovis?

Brucella ovis is an infectious bacterial 
disease that primarily affects the genital 
tract of rams. It spreads via infected 
semen (for example, ram-ewe-ram 
transmission) and can occasionally 
cause transient (or short-term) 
disease in ewes. The infection leads 
to epididymitis or lumps at the bottom 
of the testicles where mature sperm 
is stored, and can result in permanent 
infertility.

The role of accreditation

Thanks to the Brucella Ovis 
Accreditation Scheme, the prevalence 
of this disease has significantly 
decreased in New Zealand. Many stud 
farms, particularly those belonging 
to breed societies, take part in the 
voluntary programme. It involves 
annual ram soundness exams 
(palpation of the testicles to check for 

Brucella 
ovis and 
accreditation 
for rams 
by Sarah Andrews

Monitoring is a key feature of an 
effective Parasite Management Plan. 

The most accessible monitoring option 
is faecal egg counting (FEC). We’re 
running more and more tests here in 
our clinics, and this is really helping 
sheep farmers build a clearer picture of 
what’s happening on their farms.

by Donna Hamilton

Parasite monitoring
This information is vital for answering 
two key questions: 

1.	Do my stock need a drench? 
2.	Is my drench working? 

It also provides valuable insight into 
pasture contamination and identifies 
‘hot spots’ on the farm.

We use Parasight machines for most of 
our FEC tests. They’re highly sensitive, 
detecting egg counts as low as 4 eggs 
per gram. In comparison, traditional 
microscopes ran 50 eggs per gram at 
their lowest count.    

There are also other on-farm testing 
methods available. If you have one, 
now’s a good time to dust it off and 
start testing more regularly to build 
knowledge of your farm.

In the 2025-26 season so far, between 
July and mid-October, we have been 
called out to assist with 594 calvings. 
Of these, 587 have been for dairy 
cows and 7 have been for beef cows. 

In the 2024-25 season, between July 
and November, we were called out to 
assist with a total of 613 calvings. Of 
these, 600 were for dairy cows and 
13 were for beef cows. 

In the same period of the 2023-24 
season, we were called out to assist 
with 665 calvings – 650 for dairy cows 
and 15 for beef cows.

Interestingly, this season we have 
undertaken 46 caesarean sections, 
compared to only 9 last season. 

An epic story from calving this season: 
Vet Ben attended an assisted calving 
call-out and ended up helping with 13 
calvings one cold night back in July! A 
massive effort from all involved. 

Assisted 
calvings stats

abnormalities) and blood testing for the 
B. ovis antibody.

Risk factors for infection 

Brucella ovis can enter your flock 
through a variety of ways, including:  

•	 Purchasing or leasing rams with 
unknown B. ovis status (i.e. no 
accreditation certificate) – clearing 
sales can be particularly risky.  

•	 Neighbouring farms with positive or 
unknown B. ovis status, especially 
if boundary fences are poor or stray 
rams wander in.   

•	 Dog tucker rams.  

•	 Feral sheep in the area.   

•	 Buying winter ram lambs. Once they 
reach puberty, they can spread the 
disease.   

Reducing the risks

To protect your flock: 

•	 Only purchase rams from farms that 
have a current B. ovis accreditation 
certificate. 

•	 Maintain secure boundary fences.  

•	 Ask your vet to perform ram 
palpations and blood tests annually, 
particularly on any suspicious rams.   

•	 If the B. ovis status of in-coming 
stock is uncertain, isolate high-risk 
rams on arrival from your current 
flock for at least 60 days and carry 
out further testing at the advice of 
your vet. 

If you’d like to know more about B. ovis 
testing, accreditation, or general ram 
health, get in touch with your KeyVet.   

Techion‘s FecPac system is popular 
down here, with local staff available 
to retrain you anytime. Results can be 
emailed directly to your KeyVet, who 
can help with interpretation and 
planning the next steps.

Knowledge is power – and monitoring 
helps build that knowledge as we move 
forward from a tough parasite season.   

Vet Jack assisted these twin lambs into the world this spring. We only get a handful of lambing call-outs each year – and they’re often not a survival story – so it was a special moment for both vet and farmer! 
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A native plant for Christmas

In true Here for Good spirit – coming 
to a clinic near you later in November 
– we have some native plants from a 
local nursery to gift you for being great 
clients this year. Whether for your 
garden, riparian planting or shelter belt, 
enjoy a gift from us this festive season! 
Find them in our Winton, Gore and 
Balclutha clinics soon, while stocks last. 

by Angela Butcher

We recently saw Sid, a 7-year-old 
entire male Huntaway, who hadn’t quite 
been himself for a couple of weeks.

On the day he was brought in, his 
owner noticed he was trying to cock his 
leg to urinate but wasn’t having much 
success. Despite this, Sid had still been 
pulling his weight on the farm and was 
eating and drinking as usual – right up 
until this point. 

When Sid arrived at the clinic, he 
looked a bit down and wasn’t keen to 
walk. On examination, he had a raised 
temperature, signs of dehydration, and 
a very full bladder that could be felt on 
abdominal palpitation.

We attempted a rectal exam to assess 
his prostate and found it was enlarged. 
To help relieve his bladder, we passed 
a small urinary catheter. Insertion 
went smoothly, but the tip kept getting 
blocked with ‘crud’, which made 
drainage tricky. Once we got things 
flowing, we managed to drain a full litre 
of urine. 

Sid was admitted to the clinic for bladder 
drainage and further investigation. We 

Sid the 
working dog

carried out blood tests, a urine exam, 
X-rays and an ultrasound to get a 
clearer picture of what was going on. 
Here’s what we found: 

•	 Blood results showed signs of 
infection and inflammation, evidence 
of kidney damage, and electrolyte 
imbalances.

•	 Urine results showed a significant 
urinary tract infection, presence of 
blood, elevated protein levels, and 
urinary stones and debris.  

•	 X-rays and ultrasound showed a very 
large bladder and an enlarged and 
inflamed prostate.

Sid was placed on fluid therapy, 
antibiotics, and pain relief, with a 
guarded prognosis. Once stable, the 
plan was to castrate Sid in hopes of 
reducing the size of his prostate. In the 
meantime, he required urinary catheter 
placement 3-4 times a day to help 
empty his bladder. One of our main 
concerns was that his bladder walls 
had been stretched so much that he 
might not regain the ability to contract 
and urinate on his own. If this turned 
out to be the case, it wouldn’t be a 
happy outcome for Sid.

After four days of intensive treatment 
in hospital, Sid was stable enough to 
undergo castration. A repeat ultrasound 
showed that his prostate had reduced 
in size thanks to the treatment, 
although it was still larger than normal.  

Sid spent nearly two weeks in the clinic, 
receiving ongoing care and support. 
During that time, he made slow but 
steady progress and was soon eating 
and drinking normally – and soaking up 
all the extra attention that comes with 
being such a good boy! 

It took just over a week before Sid 
began trying to urinate on his own, 
and another 3-4 days before he was 
able to actually produce urine when 
attempting.   

Sid was lucky to have a dedicated 
owner who was happy to continue 
treatment as long as Sid kept showing 
signs of improvement. After nearly two 
weeks in the clinic, Sid was able to 
head home and he’s doing well!

While Sid’s case was a bit unique, 
with multiple factors contributing to his 
urinary issues, it really highlighted the 
importance of keeping an eye on your 
working dog’s urinary health. If you 
notice signs of excessive straining to 
urinate, it’s worth bringing them in for 
a vet check. Sid’s story has a happy 
ending, but that’s not always the case.

Older and retired working dogs can 
be prone to prostate issues, which 
was a contributing factor in Sid’s 
case. Castrating your older boys 
can help reduce the risk of these 
problems developing in the first place 
– something worth considering for their 
long-term wellbeing. 

Our amazing vet techs

During October we celebrated 
National Vet Tech (& Nurse) 
Week, shining a spotlight on our 
incredible veterinary technicians 
who pour compassion, skill 
and unwavering dedication into 
every job. 

Our techs are vital members of 
our team and are superstars 
at caring for all sorts of farm 
animals. They work side-by-
side with our vets to deliver top 
quality animal health services 
and keep your stock happy  
and healthy.


