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The Dairy Cattle Fertility Group of Dexcel in collaboration with Scott McDougall (Animal Health Centre, Morrinsville) are studying the rate of early embryonic mortality in New Zealand dairy cows.

One thousand cows, from seven commercial farms, that had been inseminated once and assumed pregnant because they did not return to service, were diagnosed for pregnancy (PD) status by transrectal ultrasonography at six weeks after the start of mating. Pregnancy diagnosis occurred on five occasions through pregnancy to identify embryonic loss. A blood sample was collected from every cow at the first pregnancy scan and thereafter from every cow diagnosed as not pregnant to allow abortion investigation. Blood samples from those cows showing early embryonic mortality are yet to be analysed to determine disease status. 

Of the 1000 cows assumed pregnant at the first PD, 14.7% were in fact not pregnant. Just over half of these were still anoestrous despite 83% having been treated with progesterone. The remainder had active ovaries but had not been seen in heat. This left a total of 820 cows to be monitored through the trial for incidence of embryonic mortality. Loss rates to date are shown in Table 1.

Table 1: 
Stage of pregnancy and incidence of embryonic mortality in 820 cows pregnancy tested by transrectal ultrasonography.

Stage of pregnancy (weeks)
Cow having  embryonic loss

6-8

8-10

10-14

14-22

Total
13 
(1.5%)

7 
(0.9%)

9 
(1.1%)

8 
(1.0%)

37 
(4.5%)

Anecdotal evidence of embryonic mortality in New Zealand dairy cows is around 2%, while some overseas data reports that 25% of confirmed pregnancies fail to calve. These results are suggesting an embryonic mortality rate of 4.5%, and provide for the first time an indication of the actual incidence of embryonic mortality. This trial will continue in the 2001/2002 season. As the number of cows examined increases, we will be able to provide information on whether embryonic loss rates are greater in cows that have had other reproductive problems e.g. been treated as non-cyclers. 

Workshop summary

· Researching the early loss of pregnancy on commercial dairy farms in the Waikato.

· Cows thought to be pregnancy 30‑40 days post mating were scanned.

· 14% were found to be not in calf ‑ either were still anoestrus or had undetected heats.

· Cows were scanned every two weeks after that ‑ until 130 days there had been a further 4.5% loss in pregnancy.
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