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The 5th Annual Southeast Quality Milk Initiative (SQMI) 

Conference was held in Nashville, TN at the Inn at Opry-

land on November 8-9, 2017.  SQMI is a collaborative 

outreach, educational, and applied research/

demonstration program assembled by milk quality pro-

fessionals from six Land-Grant Universities. This pro-

gram is designed to enable dairy farmers to lower herd 

somatic cell counts and move profitably toward produc-

tion practices compatible with the concept of a sustain-

able dairy industry in the Southeast.  

   We began our journey on February 1, 2013. Over the 

five-year grant period, the SQMI Team has identified 

economic, social, and psychological factors affecting 

limited adoption of practices known to control mastitis; 

conducted applied research and on-farm demonstra-

tions focusing on implementation of strategies for con-

trolling mastitis and enhancing milk quality; worked di-

rectly with several dairy producers to assess on-farm 

practices; developed and provided dairy producers with 

decision support tools, on-farm analytics, and educa-

tional support materials needed to make more informed 

decisions related to milk quality; developed and dissem-

inated numerous training programs that cover basic 

concepts as well as new advances in mastitis control 

and milk quality for veterinarians, allied industry support 

personnel, and extension educators; and we continue to 

be heavily involved in training the next generation of 

milk quality professionals.    

   This year’s conference was a great success, with 

about 65 attendees including dairy producers, veterinar-

ians, dairy industry and government representatives, 

and university faculty and students. Attendees heard 

information on diverse topics including updates on the 

SQMI project; working with a Hispanic workforce; how 

veterinarians work with dairy producers; prevention and 

control of Staphylococcus aureus mastitis; importance 

of flies in the control of masti-

tis; impacts of housing, heat 

stress and animal well-being 

on milk quality; and improving 

milk quality through genetics.  

   A producer panel consisting 

of 2017 SQMI Milk Quality 

Award winners provided ad-

vice on best management 

practices used on their farms to lower bulk tank SCC. 

Another panel of three representatives from two milk 

cooperatives discussed current trends of the US milk 

market, and discussion topics ranged from why mar-

kets change to school milk programs, but one theme 

was pivotal….milk quality. Dr. Roger Thomson present-

ed an excellent workshop on milking procedures and 

equipment training using his MQIQ Teaching Parlor 

(Figure 1). PowerPoints of all of these presentations 

can be found at www.sequalitymilk.com.   

The SQMI Team appreciates audience attendance 

and thanks our speakers, panel discussants, and 

meeting sponsors for helping to make this meeting a 

success! 

5th Annual Southeast Quality Milk Initiative Conference in Nashville a great success 

Dr. Stephen P. Oliver—University of Tennessee 
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Figure 1. Dr. Roger Thomson (center) pictured with his MQIQ 

Teaching Parlor. 

Cow comfort and attention to detail help Southeast dairy farmers produce high quality milk 

Derek Nolan—University of Kentucky 

During the 5th Annual Southeast Quality Milk Initiative 

(SQMI) Meeting, the milk quality award winners (Figure 

1) sat down in a producer panel to discuss how they 

achieve award-worthy quality milk in the Southeastern 

United States.  When asked if they had to choose one 

thing that has led to their milk quality success, all 

agreed that cow comfort was at the top of the list. 

   All dairy farmers on the panel used sand bedded 

freestalls as their primary housing system, and all 

agreed that bedding management was vital.  Panelists 

all used the same management style when it came to 

cleaning out stalls.  Farmers raked stalls at every milk-

http://www.sequalitymilk.com
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the cow in question does not show signs of clinical masti-

tis after the 24-hour period, she is not treated.  Both 

Doug and John explained that they cull heavily for masti-

tis.  Doug indicated that they do not treat cows for masti-

tis at all.  If cows do not clear the intramammary infec-

tion on their own, they are culled from the herd.  John 

explained that they adopted a 2-strike system, stating 

that once a cow gets her 2nd case of mastitis within a 

lactation she is culled from the herd.  John also indicated 

that antibiotic is not a solution to mastitis problems; pre-

vention of this disease is the only way to be successful. 

   Mastitis can be prevented by managing all 3 points of 

the mastitis triangle: 1) environment, 2) people, and 3) 

milking process. The panelists stressed that attention to 

detail should not stop with the cow’s environment; all 3 

points need to be looked at critically, and management 

should always strive for improvement in all areas. 

ing to remove not only manure but wet sand as well.  

Grandy Ladner (MS) explained that anything that can lead 

to bacterial growth in the stall needs to be removed to 

help keep cows clean and SCCs low.  Doug Brown  (KY), 

John Harrison (TN), Grandy, and Travis Larsen (FL) all 

used recycled sand in their stalls, but all agreed that dry 

sand is the only sand that should be added back into 

beds.  Humidity makes the sand harder to dry, so, sum-

mer months may make adding dry sand even more diffi-

cult.   

   During the summer, the farmers found themselves add-

ing more fresh sand and holding reclaimed sand longer to 

make sure all sand going into the stalls was dry.  Keith 

Long (KY) stated that their stalls have cement bottoms, so 

when he thinks stalls are too wet or they are running into 

SCC problems, they can completely clean the stalls out 

and add new dry sand.  Keith also added, with agreement 

from the rest of the panel that cow comfort should not 

focus only on where cows rest, but on any area that will 

make cows happier.  Other management practices that 

Keith adopts on his farm are pushing up feed 14 times a 

day and making sure that the cows are spending no long-

er than 45 minutes per milking in the holding pen.  

   Another topic of discussion was the use of on-farm cul-

turing.  While most of the panel did not use culturing to 

make treatment decisions, Daniel Payne (GA) has incorpo-

rated this a standard protocol at the Berry College Dairy.  

Daniel explained that not only do they culture every clini-

cal mastitis case but they use the culture results to make 

treatment decisions. 

   Other producers on the panel have adopted different 

treatment protocols for mastitis.  John explained that they 

wait 24 hours before making a treatment decision, and if 

Figure 1. From left to right: Grandy and Rhonda Ladner (MS), Daniel 

Payne (GA), Travis Larsen (FL), Lynn & Doug Brown (VA), Connie & 

Keith Long (KY), and John Harrison (TN). 

Does administration of an anti-inflammatory drug around the time of calving 

improve animal behavior and milk yield? 
Turner Swartz and Dr. Christina Petersson-Wolfe—Virginia Tech 

ated pre-partum administra-

tion of an NSAID.  To address 

this need, we have just com-

pleted a study to examine the 

effects of meloxicam (an 

NSAID) administration as a 

bolus (Figure 2) either pre-

calving or post-calving com-

pared to a negative control on 

animal activity, milk yield, and 

milk components.   

   The results from this study 

showed that animals who did 

not experience dystocia and 

were given meloxicam prior to 

calving produced 6.8 kg/d 

more milk in the first 100 

days than animals who did 

Parturition is necessary for dairy production but is a risky 

time period as incidence of disease, injury, and mortality 

are high.  Although it is our goal for animals to move 

through this transition period without difficulty, the risk for 

dystocia looms.  Research has shown that animals who 

experience dystocia (delayed or difficult calving, Figure 1) 

have an increase in inflammation, and therefore are more 

likely to experience a retained placenta, displaced aboma-

sum, and metritis resulting in a decrease in milk, fat, and 

protein yields, as well as an increase in days open, num-

ber of services, and mortality rates.  Additionally, some 

would argue that dystocia brings about a degree of dis-

comfort that we could help to alleviate with pain mitiga-

tion. 

   Previous research has shown that NSAID (non-steroidal 

anti-inflammatory drug) administration after calving can 

increase milk yield, likely due to inhibition of the inflamma-

tory cascade. However, no published research has evalu-

Figure 1. The pain and dis-
comfort associated with  
dystocia can be alleviated 
with meloxicam.  
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not receive meloxicam.  

Regardless of calving dif-

ficulty, animals who re-

ceived meloxicam prior to 

calving produced more 

milk fat, protein, and lac-

tose on a kg/d basis than 

the control cows.  Al-

though not statistically 

significant, animals who did not experience dystocia and 

were given meloxicam postpartum produced 2.5 kg/d 

more milk in the first 100 days than the control animals.  

Cows that received meloxicam after calving, regardless of 

calving difficulty, produced more milk fat (kg/d) than con-

trol animals. Animals who received meloxicam and experi-

enced dystocia were less active than control cows.  In 

general, cows that had dystocia took less steps per day in 

the days following calving.  

   For primiparous heifers, meloxicam administration prior 

to calving increased lying bouts (the number of times the 

animals moved from a standing position to a lying posi-

tion) on the day of calving, and these animals behaved 

similarly to multiparous animals. Animals who experi-

enced dystocia showed more lying bouts on the day of 

calving and increased the time spent lying during each 

lying bout in the days following calving compared to ani-

mals who did not experience a difficult calving.  These 

results suggest dystocia changes animal behavior.   

   In conclusion, this study confirms that the administra-

tion of meloxicam around the time of calving increases 

milk yield and components. To the best of our knowledge, 

this is the first study to demonstrate that meloxicam ad-

ministration is more efficacious in increasing milk yield 

when administered prior to calving, and to cows that had 

an easy calving.  While improving the accuracy of identify-

ing imminent calving events is beyond the scope of this  

project, the administration of meloxicam prior to calving is  

not recommended until further studies to predict calving 

events are conducted. 

   If NSAID administration prior to calving can elicit a large 

milk response as seen in the present study, this should 

provide an additional incentive to improve the sensitivity 

and specificity of identifying imminent calving events. Un-

til then, the results of the present study in addition to 

past studies support the administration of meloxicam 

postpartum under the supervision of a veterinarian. Addi-

tional research studies examining intervention strategies 

for dystocic calving events are still needed.  

Figure 2. Meloxicam is an NSAID 
that can be administered as a bolus.  

Using selective dry cow therapy to cure mastitis in heifers 

Blanket use of dry cow antibiotic infusion products during 

mid to late gestation in heifers has been successful in 

curing existing Staph. aureus and CNS infections that de-

velop in the immature mammary gland, as well as in pre-

venting new environmental strep infections that occur 

close to calving. This practice involves treating all 4 quar-

ters of each animal (blanket therapy) and is considered 

off-label, requiring a veterinary prescription. It is, howev-

er, nearly 100% effective in curing infected quarters and 

reducing SCC at calving. But, to minimize drug use, we 

are investigating selectively treating only the infected 

quarters of each heifer. By minimizing drug use, the 

chances for antibiotic residues are also reduced as well 

as the possibility of drugs entering the human food chain. 

   Instead of culturing quarter mammary secretions to 

identify infected glands, which is impractical and costly to 

the average dairy producer, we are identifying infected 

quarters based on mammary secretion characteristics.  

For example, secretions that have the appearance and 

viscosity of honey are usually uninfected while those that 

are less viscous and appear clear and watery like whey, 

skim milk, or milk, with or without clots and flakes are 

usually infected with either Staph. aureus, CNS, or envi-

ronmental streps. Figure 1 illustrates secretion character-

istics (honey-like) of uninfected quarters as they appear 

in test tubes. Figure 2 shows secretions obtained from 

infected quarters (clear to opaque watery fluid); note the 

right front (RF) quarter has no secretions and was classi-

fied as nonfunctional or blind.  

   To evaluate the success of selective therapy, quarter 

secretions of 23 heifers were obtained 30-60 days 

prepartum by expressing 2-3 ml of fluid into test tubes, 

and classifying quarters as potentially uninfected or in-

fected based on the characteristics listed above. Quarters 

believed to be infected were then infused with Spectra-

mast DC using sanitary techniques, and quarters believed 

to be uninfected were left untreated. Then, secretions 

were processed for bacteriological analysis and SCC to 

ascertain the true infection status of each quarter. When 

heifers calved 1-2 months later, milk samples were col-

Figure 1. Secretions from a 
heifer characterized as hon-
ey-like, which upon culture 
were negative for bacterial 
growth. 

Figure 2. Secretions from a heifer, 3 
of which were characterized as 
clear, opaque, and watery, which 
upon culture were positive for CNS. 
The RF (right front) has no secretion 
and was diagnosed as blind. 



Thank you for your interest in the Southeast Quality Milk Initiative (SQMI). 
 

We are compiling the SQMI newsletters and would like to make them available to those who are  

interested in improving milk quality.  

 
If you would like to receive a bound, indexed volume of The SQMI Newsletters at no cost, please 

complete the form at http://tiny.utk.edu/dairynewsletter or call (859) 257-7190. 
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lected to assess our success rate in correctly identifying 

infected vs. uninfected quarters and to determine cure 

rates against the specific pathogens. 

   Results demonstrated that 95% of the time, uninfected 

quarters were correctly identified and left untreated, and 

70% of the time, infected quarters were correctly identi-

fied and treated with antibiotics. Thus, there is far less 

error in correctly identifying uninfected quarters. Infected 

quarters that were treated showed a 100% cure rate 

against Staph. aureus, CNS, and the environmental 

streps. A dairy producer can be trained to accurately iden-

tify an uninfected quarter based on secretion characteris-

tics, but if there is any question as to a quarter’s infection 

status, then it is best to selectively treat that quarter be-

cause at least 70% of the time, it is likely infected and 

cure rate is 100%.   

   So, if first-calf heifers in a herd are freshening with ele-

vated SCC or if mastitis is diagnosed at this time, dairy-

men should develop an udder health program in conjunc-

tion with their herd veterinarian to selectively administer 

dry cow therapy to bred animals during gestation, but no 

later than 30 days precalving to prevent residues. Bred 

heifers are the herd’s future milk producers. This age 

group must not be ignored where udder health is con-

cerned. A heifer with Staph. aureus mastitis will yield up 

to 10% less milk than an uninfected herd mate over her 

first lactation; that’s the difference between a 22,500-

pound and a 25,000-pound producer!  
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