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Ketosis and the Transition Cow 

Transition cow health is a common concern on many dairy farms, after all these cows are undergoing a 

lot of demands in a short period of time. During the last 3 weeks prior to calving the cow must supply 

energy for the rapidly growing calf which can be a considerable demand before her lactation has even 

begun. Following calving the average Holstein or Jersey cow immediately starts to milk high volumes of 

milk and the energy demands for this are extreme. During this same time frame the uterus involutes and 

she should return to cyclicity within 50 days of calving. This is quite a feat, so it is no surprise that we 

often see adverse health events during this time. Figure 1 demonstrates some of the most common 

metabolic conditions of transition cows, and ketosis is at the centre!  

 

Identifying Cows with Clinical Ketosis 

Clinical Ketosis is often observed in the first 6 – 8 weeks following calving and these cows are noticeably 

sick. Typically the signs are simply those of a generally sick cow; decreased milk production, loss of body 

condition, reduced appetite, and hard manure. Some people may also be able to smell ketones on the 

breath of these cows. An excellent way to pinpoint ketosis as the problem is with the Freestyle meter; a 

small amount of blood is placed on the test strip and the meter measures Beta-hydroxybutyrate (one of 

3 types of ketones). If the meter reads above 1.2mmol/L the cow is ketotic and should be treated 

appropriately. In severe cases we occasionally see cows with nervous signs; these cows may be 

exhibiting strange behavior such as biting and licking at bars and should be treated as soon as possible.



 

Identifying Cows with Subclinical Ketosis  

Finding these cows is more of a challenge; however, it is a critical piece of information that we can give 

ourselves about transition cow health in the herd. These cows do not exhibit any clinical signs and do 

not appear sick to the observer but still represent a significant cost to the producer; on average, $50- 

100/ sub clinically affected cow. These cows will typically have a 1 – 1.4kg/day reduction in milk as well 

as reduced reproductive performance. However; the biggest cost associated with these cows is often 

the many other associated health issues that they develop, after all ketosis is often considered the 

gateway disease!  

A convenient way to determine how many cows are affected with ketosis in your herd is DHI’s 

Ketoscreen test. The test on its own is $0.10/cow and will pick up cows affected in the 5-21 DIM and the 

22-42DIM range. If your herd has a prevalence of under 20%, good job! However; it is not uncommon 

for the prevalence to be above 20%, and if this is the case we recommend individual cow testing of all 

cows between 5-21 DIM with the freestyle meter ($2/cow). This allows us to catch all sub clinically 

affected cows in a timely manner and get the problem under control.  

Fixing the problem of Ketosis  

At the individual cow level propylene glycol is the best treatment for both clinical and subclinical ketosis; 

300ml should be given orally once/day for 3 – 5 days for all cows with a blood ketotest above 

1.2mmol/L. Early treatment may ward off clinical disease in subclinical cows. For clinical cows treating 

once with a 500ml bottle of dextrose IV plus 10ml of Vitamaster (IV or IM) and 15ml of Dexamethasone 

2 IM is beneficial to give them the extra boost they need to get back to health again. Administering 2ml 

of Vitamin B12 (5000) daily for 3 days is also often employed in our treatment strategy.  

At the herd level prevention is key! Kexxtone (formally Rumensin) boluses can be a very useful tool in 

this area. The boluses change the rumen bugs to increase the production of propionate, which in turn 

increases the amount of glucose available to the cow. The boluses should be given 2 – 4 weeks prior to 

calving for optimal function. It is also very important to talk to your nutritionist about nutritional 

management in the transition cow. Some key nutritional points include; maximizing dry matter intakes, 

feeding good quality forages, proper mixing of TMRs, and enough energy available in the diet.  

Transition cow health is an area of concern on many farms, and getting ketosis under control is a good 

start to developing any transition cow management program. Please talk with Rick, Phil, or myself about 

any issues your herd is experiencing.  

Have a Great Month, 

 

Rachel Poppe  

ProAction Update 

Next meeting will be at the Pauly Veterinary Clinic on March 23rd.  Call 519-595-8888 to 

register. Preference will be given to Pauly clients, stayed tuned for the next Mitchell location 

meeting in April. 

 

 


