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Many of you will have seen the recent
Panorama documentary which showed
scenes of undercover footage of animal
abuse, and also attempted to cover other
aspects of perceived welfare and health
issues on dairy farms, such as calf
separation, lameness and the use of hip
hoists.

We mustn’t forget that UK farms and
those working with them operate within
one of the most robust legal frameworks in
the world designed to protect the welfare
of food producing animals, and the vast
majority of farmers care passionately
about the health and welfare of their stock.

One of the scenes that many viewers
would have found distressing is the use of
a hip hoist to move a recumbent cow.
Having to deal with a ‘downer cow’ is not
an uncommon incident on farm and a
successful outcome relies on swift action.
Hip hoists can be a useful tool to help lift
downer cows to prevent them from
pressure related injury, and some guidance
about their use can be found overleaf.

The TB advisory service (TBAS) are
holding 2 workshops to understand
Farmers’ views about TB vaccination.

Already there are trials into the safety
and effectiveness of TB vaccination in
cows which are ongoing, alongside a
trial of a new TB test which is able to
tell the difference between vaccinated
cows and those exposed to the
disease itself. Both of these need to
be successful before TB vaccination
can be considered, but it will
ultimately also rely on the goodwill of
farmers for government to implement
any vaccination strategy in the future.

The workshops are on Wednesday 9th

and 23rd of March, 12-2pm at Frome
Livestock Market. Refreshments are
provided. Places are limited, and
ideally TBAS would like you to
come to both sessions.

Please contact Holly Shearman if you
would lie to attend:

holly.shearman@kingshay.co.uk

Tel: 07889 806597



As farm vets we will often get called out to attend a ‘down cow’, but there is a subtle difference between the
presentation of the acute down cow and of the cow suffering from what is referred to as ‘downer cow
syndrome’. Any cow that has been unable to rise and been down for more than 24 hours falls under the clinical
term ‘Downer Cow’, irrespective of the initial cause of her recumbency. Once down for over 24 hours they
develop significant secondary health problems, specifically a pressure induced  muscular and nerve damage to
the larger muscles of the back legs, leading to an ever-reducing ability to rise and recover successfully.

The severity of damage is dependent on duration of compression and surface on which cow is lying. Larger,
heavier cows on concrete do worse than smaller, lighter heifers on straw The level of nursing care and
attention to the animal’s needs will directly influence the outcome and success of treatment.

Move cow onto soft, clean bedding. Deep straw, deep sand (20cm minimum) or ideally out to grass if weather
allows. Provide good quality feed and clean fresh water at all times. Roll, turn or lift cow every 3-4 hours to
prevent, or at least reduce, the onset of tissue damage.

A hip hoist can be a useful tool to lift ‘downer’ cows to prevent them from suffering pressure related injury.
The criteria for use is:

● The cow must be free from injury such as broken leg, dislocated hip or other joint damage.
● The cow should be checked for signs of illness or metabolic disease e.g. toxic mastitis, milk fever and

treated accordingly.
● Whenever possible, only lift cows over a soft surface e.g. straw bed or pasture.
● Ensure adequate height over the cow for her to be safely lifted using a loader.
● Attach the hip hoist firmly around the tuber coxae as indicated by the red area in the diagram:
● Lift the cow slowly with a loader or tractor as

vertically as possible until in a normal weight
bearing position. The idea is just to help the
cow to stand, not to lift her up in the air.

● If the cow will stand, leave her with the hoist
on for 15-20 mins. If she won’t bear weight,
lower her down again after 2-3 mins.

● If she is unable to support her front end, she
may require additional support of her front
legs. Consider using a strap behind her front
legs in her girth area.

● Don’t remove the hoist from the cow in a
standing position unless you are certain she
is fully weight bearing and there is no risk of
her staggering onto concrete.

● Ensure the primary cause of recumbency has been rectified or is under an effective treatment regime.
● Consider the use of non-steroidal anti-inflammatories.

If down for over 48 hours, cows have a  guarded prognosis. Once down for 4-5 days then they have a poor
prognosis. Ongoing assessment should be made throughout. If the cow is bright, alert, responsive, eating,
drinking and attempting to rise then recovery is possible. However, if the cow becomes listless, stops
eating/drinking and is losing condition, then welfare considerations may dictate euthanasia.


