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SUMMARY

This abstract describes how the Mastitis Control Plan has been updated and
expanded to include sections assessing mastitis risk in Automatic Milking
Systems (AMS). Common problem areas for farms using AMS are discussed.

INTRODUCTION

The Mastitis Control Plan was first launched in 2009 and has been widely
accepted across the dairy industry. The second step of the Plan asks trained
advisors to go through a 12-part questionnaire in order to identify risk factors
for mastitis. A key part of this questionnaire is assessment of the milking
process, with trained Plan Deliverers expected to spend time in the milking
parlour. With the rising number of farms using Automatic Milking Systems,
Plan Deliverers are increasingly being called to mastitis investigations on
these units. The aim of this project was to adapt the existing sections of the
Plan around milking time assessment for herds using AMS.

MATERIALS & METHODS

The authors developed 4 new sections for the Mastitis Control Plan. These
were designed to replace existing sections on milking time assessment in
conventional parlours. The 4 sections covered:

Pre-milking management

The milking routine

The milking plant

Post-milking management

These new sections were discussed with Plan Deliverers at dedicated CPD
events for Plan Deliverers in 2024 and 2025. Following constructive feedback,
the new sections were tested on a case farm in the south of England.

RESULTS

Table 1 shows how the new sections compared to existing sections on milking
time assessment in conventional milking parlours. In total the new AMS
sections included 15 fewer questions than the corresponding sections for
conventional parlours.
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Table 1: Number of questions in each section on milking time assessment
for conventional parlour and automatic milking systems.

Parameter Conventional Parlour Automatic Milking System
Pre-milking 6 29

management

The .mllkmg 69 45

routine

The milking 20 12

plant

Post-milking 9 10

management

Total 104 89

Following discussion with Plan Deliverers and implementation of the Plan on
an AMS farm, 3 common problem areas were identified. These areas are
critical to mastitis control in farms using automatic milking.

THE COLLECTING YARD OR HOLDING AREA

In herds using an AMS, cows have free or guided access to the milking robots.
In most building designs, cows can choose when to be milked and when to lie
down or feed. The concept of a “collecting yard” is replaced with a holding area
adjacent to the robot entrance. It is essential that this area adheres to the
same standards as a collecting yard:

» Sufficient drainage to prevent excessive pooling of liquid

» A minimum of 1.5m? per cow, ideally more than 3m? per cow — for free
access systems this should be the whole loafing area of the shed; for
guided systems this should be estimated based on the maximum
number of cows expected to be in a holding pen

» No more than 55 cows per box

» Access to more than 1 milking robot reduces the time standing

» Safe, non-slip flooring

In farms that are retrofitting milking robots into existing buildings, building
adaptation may be required to ensure these recommendations are met.

MASTITIS DETECTION

It is recognised that mastitis detection is very different in AMS compared with
conventional milking systems. In conventional milking herds it is
recommended that all quarters from all cows are foremilked at every milking,
though it is acknowledged that this is not being carried out on every farm.

Pages not numbered



Proceedings of the British Mastitis Conference (2026) Sixways, Worcester, pp 41 - 44
The Dairy Group, The University of Nottingham, BCVA & QMMS

Automatic Milking Systems use a combination of technology to assess the
likelihood of a cow having mastitis:

»  Electrical conductivity
Colour

Somatic Cell Count estimation
Milk yield

Milking unit kick-offs
Changes in visit behaviour

YV V VY VY

The sensitivity and specificity of mastitis detection is similar for all major AMS
manufacturers (1). By using different thresholds, farmers are able to choose
whether to prioritise sensitivity (identifying as many cows with clinical
mastitis as possible) or specificity (avoid examining cows that don’t have
clinical mastitis). Where prioritising detection, sensitivity varies between 61.4-
78.2% in DeLaval, GEA, Lely and Fullwood systems. Test specificity is
reasonable at these thresholds, varying between 79.2-92.2%.

Farmers using an AMS should check the udder health list and examine new
cows on a daily basis. It is acknowledged that some of these cows will not
have clinical mastitis. If there are not visible clots, farmers should use a
California Mastitis Test to identify suspect quarters.

POST-MILKING MANAGEMENT

After milking, cows usually have free access back to the shed. Previous
research has shown that the streak canal remains open for up to 30 minutes
following milking (2) and it is therefore important to keep cows standing
during this period.

Herds using an AMS should design the housing in such a way that cows have
motivation to stay standing after milking:

» Sufficient space — at least 3m? loafing area per cow. This can be inside
or outside.

» Access to feed — at least 0.75m per cow, with regular feed push-up (6x
per daily, or every 4 hours)

» Access to water — at least 0.1m per cow

» Forced standing after milking should be avoided

CONCLUSIONS

The Mastitis Control Plan has been shown to be effective in a variety of milking
systems and can now be applied specifically to herds milking with an AMS.
These updates to the ePlan ensure that Plan Deliverers are giving the most
up-to-date, evidenced based advice around mastitis control.
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