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 Embryonic Loss:
What causes it, what amount is normal,

and how do I manage it?
Kevin McSweeney, DVM, ILM, Dairy Specialist

How frustrating is it to have a cow diagnosed pregnant at the 45-day vet check and then
discover at dry check (day 220) that she has lost the fetus somewhere along the way?
The precise dollar loss, of course, will vary with milk prices, location, and manage-
ment approaches, but as an example some research has esimated the cost of every day
open in four time intervals:

Open between day 100 and 130:  $0.50 per day
Open between day 130 to 160: $1.42 per day
Open between day 160 to 175: $2.99 per day
Open after day 175: $4.52 per day

Fertilization rates do not appear to have changed significantly in the last 20 years, and
increased embryonic loss is assumed to be a significant cause of poorer calving rates
and the overall decline in dairy cow fertility. In addition to the apparent increase in rate
of embryonic loss, cows that have lost their fetus are not showing estrous as clearly
or estrous is not being recognized as readily resulting in “open’ cows at the dry check;
an often overlooked cause of economic loss.

Pregnancy diagnosis by ultrasound (~day 26-30) can be performed two weeks earlier
than diagnosis by rectal palpation. Early embryonic death (EED) can be diagnosed
accurately and open cows rebred immediately resulting in cost savings.

What is the normal rate of embryonic loss?  Some level of embryonic loss is normal
because it represents the loss of unhealthy embryos. To estimate the normal rate of
embryonic death, studies of timed breeding protocols can be reviewed. These studies
using flushed embryos estimate fertilization rates among lactating dairy cattle to be
between 66-87%. This wide span is due to the timing of insemination used in different
study protocols:  breeding closer to the last GnRH dose will result in a lower
fertilization rate but increase the percentage of high quality embryos. When reviewing
these types of studies as a whole, the majority of early embryonic death occurs prior
to day 27. Affected cows will most often be seen as rebreeds. Current information
obtained by using reproductive ultrasound on large expanding dairies have found 10-
20% embryonic loss from day 27 to day 45.

What are some normal EED rates in Colorado dairies?  I have been working
closely with two dairies here in eastern Colorado. Table one illustrates early preg-
nancy loss data collected with the use of reproductive ultrasound and rectal palpation.

BSE in the U.S:
What do you do
if a reporter calls

you?

Identification of a dairy cow in the U.S.
with BSE is old news, but the livestock
industry will be dealing with the inevi-
table publicity for quite awhile.  In-
cluded in this issue as an insert is some
helpful information from the National
Cattlemen’s Beef Association (NCBA)
on BSE. Also, please call Bill Wailes,
CSU Extension Dairy Specialist, and
Frank Garry, Integrated Livestock Man-
agement Coordinator, if you have fur-
ther questions.

Because you own cattle, there is a good
possibility that you may be contacted
by the media to comment on any aspect
that evolves out of the continuing BSE
story.  It can be very difficult to make
your position known clearly. How
should producers work with reporters
to ensure that accurate and positive
information reaches consumers? Be-
low are five basic guidelines for talking
to the media that apply at anytime but
are particularly helpful when discuss-
ing a "hot" topic like BSE.  This infor-
mation is provided by the NCBA.

1. Screen media calls: Ask who the
reporter is, who they work for, what
they want to talk about, when the story
(Please continue on pg 4, under BSE)



   Important Dates:
  Mark Your Calendar
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 A Message From Your Extension Dairy Specialist......

Colorado Dairy News
is published

bimonthly as a service to those
people interested in the health and

welfare of the Colorado dairy
industry.

Past issues are available on the
ILM website

(www.cvmbs.colostate.edu/ilm)
For further information, contact
Dr. Ragan Adams, Editor, ILM,
CSU-VTH 300 West Drake Rd

 Ft Collins, CO 80523
 (970)297-0371;

radams@lamar.colostate.edu

Material published in the Colorado
Dairy News is not subject to

copyright. Permission is therefore
granted to reproduce articles

although acknowledgement of the
source is requested.
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William R. Wailes, Colorado Extension Dairy Specialist

                    Commodity Price Quotes

By-Product Feeds         Price/Ton Price/Ton
        Spot Loads Jan/Feb/March

2004

Bakery Waste         $102.00 NQ
Blood Meal         $775.00 NQ
Corn Gluten Feed         $130.00 $125.00
Corn Hominy         $98.00 $98.00
Flaked Corn         $6.00/cwt NQ
Whole Corn         $5.20/cwt NQ
Whole Cottonseed         $189.00 $195.00
Distillers Grains         $148.00 $148.00
Pork - Meat & Bone Meal         $315.00 NQ
Tallow         $0.25 /lb. NQ
SBM - 48%         $250.00 $253.00
Wheat Middlings         $105.00 $95.00
Soybean Hulls         $112.00 $110.00
Canola Meal         $185.00 $185.00

These price quotes are delivery at Greeley, Co

January 27, 2004:  Colorado Dairy
Nutrition   Conference;   Greeley,
Colorado  Contact: William Wailes;
Dairy Specialist (970)491-5390
w.wailes@colostate.edu

January 28 & 29, 2004: Colorado
Dairy Days;Greeley, Colorado: Con-
tact Keith Maxey, Extension Agent
Weld County (970)356-4000 ext 4475
Arlan Marrs (303) 659-8682.

February 9, 2004: Colorado Water
Quality Control Commission
Rulemaking Hearing for CAFO’s.
Colorado Department of Health, Den-
ver Colorado; For more information
contact: Meg Collins (720)201-2870 or
megcollins2@aol.com

CAFO Hearings: The Colorado Water Quality Division has conducted several
stakeholders meeting with representatives of the livestock industry and others to
assist the Division in the development of regulatory language, which will bring the
state CAFO regulations in line with new federal requirements. These meetings
have reviewed the areas where the state has flexibility within the federal regula-
tions. At the same time, to assist livestock producers, the Division developed and
distributed a Notice of Intent (NOI), which allows state CAFO’s to inform the
Division of the adequacy of their storage and other steps that producers are taking
to comply with the state’s permit requirements. This whole process will come to
its final decision-making on rules that will affect you and your dairy operation’s
forever. If you have any questions or any misunderstandings about this process
please talk with our representatives that have been involved with and have been
representing you at these meetings.

MILC Payments:The Milk Income Loss Contract payments will begin in January
2004.  If you have any question contact your local Farm Service Agency office in
your county.

COOL Delay: Lawmakers and the White House officials, negotiating details of
an overdue government-spending bill, have agreed to delay country-of-origin
labeling for two more years. The labeling law was imposed in the 2002 Farm Bill,
with mandatory labeling set to begin in September 2004. The two-year delay on
COOL applies to meats, produce and farm-raised fish. Producers in Colorado will
hear more on this issue as the industry makes rules for you to operate under for
identification.
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Table One: Embryonic loss on two Colorado dairies

Dairy A milks 500 cows and had a total embryonic loss from
day 28 to day 100 of 14%:

8% embryonic loss occurred from day 28 to 35,
5% from day 35 to day 55,
1% loss from day 55 to 100.

Dairy B milks 1200 cows and had a total embryonic loss from
day 28 to 95 of 14.3%:

10.1% embryonic loss occurred from day 28 to day 60.
4.2% loss from day 60 to 95.

There are many reasons for embryonic loss. The following factors should be
considered if the embryonic loss rate at a dairy is not acceptable.

The oocyte:  The oocyte or unfertilized egg develops within the follicle.  Studies
suggest that once this follicle and oocyte attain dominance (usually when follicles
reach ~10mm in diameter) after a few days the quality of this oocyte starts to decline.
It is quite common for lactating dairy cows to ovulate poor quality oocytes, and one
reason may be follicles that persist contain poor quality oocytes. These inferior
oocytes lead to inferior quality embryos which are more apt to be lost.

Uterine environment also contributes to embryonic loss.  To evaluate the effect of
the maternal uterine environment on EED, in one study day 7 embryos were flushed
from non-lactating Holstein heifers and lactating Holstein cows with poor fertility.
Only high quality embryos were used. The lactating cows received the embryos from
the heifers, and the heifers received the embryos from the cows.  The heifers attained
pregnancy rates very similar to rates attained using embryos from other heifers, but
the cows had pregnancy rates similar to rates attained using their own embryos.  By
neutralizing the difference in origin of embryos, this study suggests that the poor
pregnancy rate in the cows was due to uterine environment rather than poor quality
embryos.

Blood progesterone levels must be maintained to support pregnancy. Lactating dairy
cattle have been shown to have lower blood progesterone levels than they did 30 years
ago. Although the cause of low blood progesterone is not completely understood one
well accepted hypothesis is that it results from the industry’s efforts to maximize feed
intake and boost milk production. When feed intake increases, more blood passes
through the liver which breaks down the progesterone and estrogen.  This decrease
in progesterone levels is thought to lead to more embryonic loss.

If lower blood progesterone levels are detrimental to embryonic health, what can be
done to increase progesterone levels?  The corpus luteum (CL) located on the ovary
is the main source of progesterone.  If the numbers of CL’s are increased, blood
progesterone levels should also increase.  One way to accomplish increasing the
number of CL’s is to give Human Chorionic Gonadatropin (HCG) around day 5 post
breeding.  This causes the next follicular wave to ovulate and creates additional CL’s,
thus increasing blood progesterone levels.  One study on a large commercial dairy in
California during cool weather months showed nearly a 40% increase in conception
rates (34.2% CR in the non-treated group versus 47.8% CR in the HCG treated group)
by giving HCG day 5 post A.I.  86.2% of HCG treated cows had accessory CL’s and
their blood progesterone levels were increased by 5.0 ng/mL (a big increase) when
compared to controls.

ILM Summer 2003
Student Forum

The ILM Summer Student Program in-
volves students in ILM project activities
during the summer academic break. It is
designed to give the students experience
and insight into livestock health prob-
lem solving. Each student is assigned a
faculty mentor who  oversees a project,
generally concerning a livestock pro-
ducer problem. The students also attend
weekly seminars conducted by ILM fac-
ulty and participate in field activities
outside of their own project area to
broaden their experience.The program,
begun in the summer of 2000 as a unique
opportunity for veterinary students at
Colorado State University, is supported
by donations from livestock industry
companies and private livestock pro-
ducers.

Ten students involved in activities dur-
ing the 2003 summer break presented
their research findings December 3rd.
Sophomore veterinary students Jace
King and Michael Suite worked with
Dr Kevin McSweeney to collect infor-
mation contained in the lead article on
EED in this issue of CDN. Katie Jones,
a junior veterinary student studied mas-
titis and udder preparation in dairy cattle
with Dr Heather Hirst. Dusti Pruna a
sophomore veterinary student worked
with Dr John Wenz on a study concern-
ing the use of recycled sand bedding.
Sarah Tomlison, a senior veterinary stu-
dent worked with Dr Jason Lombard on
a study of dystocia, calf morbidity and
mortality that was reported in the July
2003 CDN and at the annual conference
of the American Association of Bovine
Practitioners. Senior veterinary student
Julie Severidt and Gina Henriksen, an-
other sophomore veterinary student,
worked on educational tools for dairy
workers involving lameness, hoof care
and sick cows .

Students, producers or donors interested
in participating in this program can con-
tact Dr Frank Garry, Coordinator of
ILM (970) 297-0371.
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General maternal health: There are also many disease processes that can cause
EED.  Such common ones are BVD, coliform mastitis, trichomoniasis, neospora,
vibrio, and Leptospira hardjo. Leptospirosis as a cause of reproductive failure has
been gaining considerable attention lately and there is a new vaccine for its
prevention.

How do I manage EED?

EED is a very complex problem, and requires diligence to deal with it.  Although it
may be minimized, it will never be eliminated. Certain amounts of EED are normal,
but we need to manage it to minimize the negative impact on the bottom line. Another
period of pregnancy loss also occurs after day 45-50 post breeding.  In a recent study
Vasconcelos estimated this fetal loss after day 56 to be 9.2%.  Most dairies diagnose
pregnancy around 40-50 days post-breeding and then reconfirm the pregnancy at
dry-off (day 220), but there can be considerable loss occurring between these two
checks .  If a specific disease (BVD, leptospirosis, etc.) is responsible it needs to be
identified and managed.

I recommend determining what level of embryonic loss you are experiencing and
also when it is occurring. If you find that you have a considerable proportion of cows
open at dry check, you might consider adding an additional pregnancy check
somewhere near day 100 post-breeding.  For those suspicious of the use of either
ultrasound for early pregnancy diagnosis or timed breeding protocols, neither have
been shown to increase the amount of EED when compared to non-synched heat bred
cattle or those diagnosed pregnant by rectal palpation.

If you are fortunate enough to have ultrasound on your farm, you probably have
already been managing EED, with rechecks of all your pregnant cows done around
day 40-60 post breeding.  There has been some work out of the University of
Wisconsin that showed the greatest amount of embryonic loss after day 28 occurred
within that next week (day 28-35 post breeding).  The data from my study also
showed that  55% of the total embryonic loss occurring after day 28 occurred between
day 28 and day 35 post breeding.  If the vast majority of these embryos are lost during
this week, why wait longer to reconfirm.  On Dairy A (500 cows) we recheck all
pregnant cows one week after the day 28 scan. We reconfirm the remaining
pregnancies by rectal palpation near day 55, then again day 100 and finally at dry-
off.  We start resynchronization on all open cows whenever they are diagnosed and
when their ovaries contain a CL (the best time to start resynch programs is when a
cow has a CL).  Some cows will still have a dead embryo and intrauterine debris and
need to be “cleaned-up” by giving a shot of lutalyse prior to starting the
resynchronization protocol.

This approach may be too aggressive for the average dairy, but some variation of
this protocol may be beneficial.  Open cows cost money.  If too many cows are
coming up open at dry-off, you are losing considerable money.  Not only are you
losing the potential increase in milk from a peak lactation cow, but also with
prolonged lactation you may lose the cow.  These cows are usually far into their
lactation and their milk is often too low to keep them around to try and get them
pregnant again.  They go to the sale barn where a cow you thought had a value of
$1200-$1800 prior to the pregnancy check now gets you $300-$600 as a cull cow.
Identifying embryonic loss in cows as soon as possible and getting affected cows
rebred promptly can mean the difference in whether you freshen these cows on your
dairy in 9+ months or cull them in a few months.

deadline is, and when you can call them
back. You don’t have to talk with report-
ers the moment they call. They generally
understand that you will need to call
them back because you are busy, but
they do have deadlines and will expect
you to get back with them quickly. Use
the time before the call back to organize
your thoughts, get answers you need,
and line up talking points. If you don’t
feel comfortable talking with them, refer
them to your state or national organiza-
tion.  If you do an interview, let your state
organization know .

2. Focus on your message: Select three
main points you want to get across and
repeat them throughout the interview.
Try to maintain control of the direction
of the interview by returning to your
main message.  Use the basic technique
of briefly answering the reporter’s ques-
tion, even if the answer is a simple “yes”
or “no”, and then bridge to one of your
prepared messages.

3. Never speculate: Focus on the facts
and don’t allow reporters to lead you into
speculation, conjecture, or places where
you don’t want to go. It is perfectly
acceptable to tell a reporter “I don’t
know the answer to that, but I will find
out and get back to you." Then do get the
reporter's contact information and do get
back to him or her as soon as possible.

4. Take advantage of the experts: Di-
rect reporters to places they can find
reliable information (your local cattle or
beef association, NCBA and the Web
site at www.bseinfo.org, or the USDA
site at www.usda.gov .)

5. Be positive: You can set the tone of
the article by your attitude. Avoid re-
peating negative language and look for
ways to bridge the discussion to positive
messages like: “The U.S. has the safest
beef in the world.”

For further information contact  NCBA
in Centennial, Co at 303-694-0305 or in
Washngton, DC at 202-347-0228.


