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     With increasing consumer interest in 
livestock welfare, producers are naturally 
focusing on how to most efficiently 
implement animal care practices. In particular, 
dairy farmers have lately been presented with 
a dizzying array of new information and 
technology related to the removal (and 
prevention) of horns. Most producers are 
already aware that early removal of the horn 
buds, ideally before a month of age, 
dramatically reduces not only the calf’s stress 
but procedure costs and post-operative 
complications as well.   
 

     Estimates of the cost of disbudding vary 
depending on materials and employee wages. 
Based on CDFA’s annual survey, the average 
hourly dairy employee labor and benefit rate is 
about $16 per hour. Based on this, disbudding 
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     CDQAP has developed a new 
“decision tree” support tool to assist 
dairy producers and professional 
consultants in nutrient management 
system evaluation and improvement.  
The tool consists of 10 trees that walk 
producers through their system using a 
series of yes/no questions to help them 
identify potential critical control 
points for improvement. The tool also 
identifies conservation management 
practices that might be fundable 
through the USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS).  
 

     Nutrient Management Plan (NMP) 
evaluation within the trees include: 

 Liquid manure water sampling 
and quantification 

 Solid manure sampling and 
quantification 

 Irrigation water sampling and 
quantification 

 Plant tissue sampling and 
quantification 
 

     The eLearning tool provides a “real 
time” asset that producers can use as 
part of their ongoing discussions on 
improvements to the nutrient 
management system. The tool is 
available 24/7 online through a secure 
website so that it may be used 
whenever it is convenient for the user. 
 

     A grant through the USDA NRCS 
Conservation Innovation Grant 
program (Award #69-3A75-14-248), 
leveraged with matching funds from 
the California Dairy Research 
Foundation, funded creation of the 
eLearning tool.  These types of 
electronically available tools, classes 
and information are a growing part of 
the CDQAP support program for dairy 
operators to provide greater access and 
flexibility in educational information 
to meet their needs. Producers 
interested in accessing the online tools 
can send an 
email request to 
cdqap@cdrf.org. 

     The December rains 
remind us of “normal” 
winter. With the rains 
come runoff that needs to 
be managed. You already 
know to collect and 
contain all water that has 
come in contact with 
manure or feed nutrients. You already know that it’s important to 
apply liquid manure as it’s needed for the growing crop.  One 
challenge is that it’s difficult to predict the amount of rain that will 
eventually fall and the subsequent runoff that you’ll need to 
manage. So, instead of focusing on what isn’t known, let’s look at 
what you do know. 
 

     Evaluate parlor water use: it’s a good management practice!  
Are there activities done on the dairy that if done a little differently 
may save parlor water use? Remember, every gallon of water that 
isn’t used is a gallon that doesn’t need to be stored. You can look 
at your Waste Management Plan to see where water sources 
originate that end up in your pond. For many Central Valley 
dairies, the primary water source heading to the storage pond is 
from the milking parlor. However, in a wet winter, roof runoff can 
be a key contributor.   
 

     Focus your attention on sprinkler pen and parlor water use. Are 
timers or a lock out box in place and used for sprinklers? If not, 
these are a great return on investment. A small cost for a lock box 
returns a constant water production from the sprinkler pens.  
Evaluating your sprinkler pen water use (configuration of 
sprinklers, number of minutes water is on per cycle and number of 
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by either hot iron or caustic paste 
can probably be performed at less 
than $5 per head. Producers may 
also elect to utilize additional pain 
relief. The cost of lidocaine 
(administered by employees to 
block the horn’s nerve) can run as 
low as 20¢ per head and the 
treatment with the pain reliever 
meloxicam runs about 25¢ per calf. 
  

     A much publicized Purdue 
University study recently suggested 
that the increased costs associated 
with switching to polled sire semen 
would actually be less than the 
savings realized by not having to 
disbud calves. While the Purdue 
model did include disbudding and 
reduced treatment costs, the study 
did not factor in the cost of limiting 

the genetic pool to polled sires.   

     A 2014 study in fact estimated 
that using polled sires to create a 
polled herd could reduce the 
potential Net Merit (predicted 
transmitting ability) of the herd 
between 5 and 25 percent over ten 
years. Concern over dilution of 
genetic merit is one reason why 
some high-profile operations are 
phasing in polled sires over time, to 
minimize the disruption to their 
breeding program.  
 

     The loss of genetic potential by 
using polled sires, however, is likely 
to decrease over the coming years. 
Interest in polled genetics has 
resulted in a rapid increase in the 
number and quality of polled sires, a 
four-fold increase from 2010 to 

2013. While as yet unproven, 
another potential technology to 
watch is that of “gene editing,” 
where the polled gene is clipped out 
of an embryo. Two such calves have 
been created and will eventually be 
tested for fertility. If the technology 
is perfected, it holds the promise of 
selectively removing the gene for 
horn production from valuable 
genetic stock.  
 

     For more information on the 
economics of this and other animal 
care practices  visit www.cdqap.org.  
 

Dr. Payne is Executive Director of 
CDQAP and Outreach Coordinator 
at the Western Institute for Food 
Safety and Security, at the 
University of California, Davis, 
School of Veterinary Medicine. 
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cycles per group of cows) may 
provide opportunities to reduce 
water use. Extra individual water 
needs in the parlor is another place 
to look. How clean are udders when 
cows enter the parlor? Are there 
housing modifications that may 
improve udder cleanliness? 
Attention to cow resting areas 
(either corral mounds or freestalls) 
is important. If cows are able to 
stay relatively clean, less water 
should be used prior to milking for 
udder hygiene. Daily scrutiny of 
freestall beds helps keep udders 
clean. That’s a win for mastitis 
prevention and a win for less water 
use in the parlor (therefore less 
water to be stored in the pond).   
Weekly attention to drop hoses and 
water troughs is important to catch 

anything that is leaking and just 
sending unused water to the pond 
for storage. Methodically think 
about water sources in the housing 
and parlor area and identify if you 
can reduce water use and reduce 
storage needs. 
 

     If you have roof gutters you’ll 
want to be sure they are functional 
and you’re able to divert clean roof 
water away from animals (manure 
and feed) and to liquid storage. 
Remember, with all this water the 
need to take liquid manure samples 
and identify nutrient concentration 
is as important as always. You may 
have less diluted pond water due to 
all the extra rain.  Or, you may 
have more concentrated pond water 
because rainfall contacted more 
nutrients and transferred them to 

the pond. Either way, it’s not 
something that’s predictable so it’s 
useful for you to sample the pond 
water in order to be able to manage 
your nutrients. Talk with your Crop 
Consultant to discuss your options 
BEFORE your pond gets too full. 
 

     Here’s hoping 2016 brings 
consistent rain events that aren’t 
too intense, good growing 
conditions for forage crops and 
Nutrient Budgets that balance. I 
look forward to seeing you at a 
workshop in the New Year. 
Questions? Comments? Concerns?  
You can drop me an email at 
dmeyer@ucdavis.edu 
 

Dr. Meyer is a Livestock Waste 
Management Specialist with the 
University of California Cooperative 
Extension. 
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