BOB ARTICLE: Today’s article from the team at Tararua Veterinary Services is about Downer cows. When I get down I just go to my happy place (which is my food bowl) and I am as right as rain again.

WHY WON’T MY DOWN COW GET UP?
Down cows are a problem faced by farmers and vets every calving season. Many down cows will get straight up when treated but others don’t. Vets often get called out to cows that have been down for 12-48 hours and have had untold bottles of calcium yet remain unable to stand - these cows are referred to as ‘Downers’. As a rule of thumb, a Downer is a cow that hasn’t got up within 12 hours. 
There are many primary conditions that cause a cow to go down. These include: 
* Metabolic problems such as Milk Fever, Staggers or Ketosis, 
*Systemic illnesses such as mastitis and 

*Musculoskeletal injuries such as calving paralysis, fractures and dislocations. 
Downers result when, even if the primary condition has been successfully treated, secondary damage occurs to the cow as a result of her being recumbent. Cows are heavy animals. Their bodies are not built to tolerate long periods of lying down and damage rapidly occurs in muscles, bones and nerves.
Nerves: Common nerves to be damaged by recumbancy include the sciatic nerve of the hind leg. This nerve can be damaged when the cow lies on one leg for a prolonged period of time or when the leg goes out sideways. It is also the nerve that is most commonly associated with calving paralysis. In the foreleg, all of the nerves that supply the leg pass through the armpit – compression of this area from the cow lying on her side can damage multiple nerves.

Bones: Damage to the spine can occur when the cow drags herself around the paddock looking for fresh grass. This may also inadvertently happen when the cow is being manually lifted. Hip dislocations or damage to the stifle joint may also occur when the cow struggles to stand.
Muscles: Leg muscles can be physically ruptured when the cow struggles to stand. Alternatively, a syndrome referred to as compartment syndrome can occur. This can happen within hours of the cow going down and is particularly common in the hamstring muscles. The muscles in the leg that the cow is lying on become compressed and venous drainage is blocked. This causes the muscles to swell which cuts the oxygen supply to the muscles and they begin to die. Toxic by-products from this muscle death can also affect other organs such as the kidneys.

Mastitis is another secondary problem that can develop when they cow has been down in the mud for a period of time.

Treatment of the Downer cow.

The most important thing to do for your Downer cow is to get her into a shed and onto a thick layer of bedding – a foot of hay is best. (Concrete or stony surfaces will damage the cow immediately, even sitting in the paddock can cause irreparable damage after only 6 hours). Use big hay bales or gates to create an enclosure so the cow can’t crawl around. Give her food and water and make sure the cow is moved from side to side regularly. Then call the Vet – there are tests (simple nerve tests and blood tests) that the Vet can do on the cow to determine what damage she has sustained and what change she has of recovery – it is far better to put your time and efforts into a cow that has a good chance of getting up rather than wasting time on a cow that has no hope.
