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Udder health: is it still an issue in Europe?

•  In the main European countries, bulk milk 
somatic cell counts have strongly decreased from 
more than 500 000 cells/ml on average at the 
beginning of the seventies to less than 250 000 
cells/mls in the late eighties. The improvement 
has been much slower in the nineties and since 
2000 the evolution has been uncertain and 
probably even negative in recent years. The 
evolution of somatic cell counts also appears to 
be strongly influenced by the dairy economy: 
when the milk price is high, as in 2007, farmers, 
attempting to deliver a maximum of milk, cull 
less old cows so that herd somatic cell counts 
increase. It is the opposite when the price of 
meat reaches high levels. 

•  The evolution in the frequency of clinical 
mastitis is much less clear, especially during the 
last twenty years. More than the frequency, the 
type of clinical mastitis seems to have changed, 
with a higher proportion due to environmental 
pathogens, more hyper-acute cases and also 
more recurrent cases difficult to cure.  

•  So, just considering the IMI (intramammary 
infection) prevalence in dairy herds, the 
frequency of clinical cases and consequently 
the economic losses due to the disease, it is 
clear that mastitis is still an issue in Europe. 
Moreover, the point today is not only to 
control mastitis, but also to reach this goal 
using preventive and curative means which 
are considered acceptable by consumers, 
ie in accordance with the requirements of 
animal well-being, food security, human 
health and protection of the environment. 
At stake is the desire of the consumers 

to eat dairy products and consequently the 
consumption trend which is a key point for the 
future of the dairy industry. 

•  With this in prospect, a more restricted and 
more cautious use of antibiotics against 
mastitis will be a central issue in the next 
years with special stress on blanket therapy at 
drying off, critical antibiotics for human health 
(fluoroquinolones, 3G and 4G cephalosporines) 
and the  emergence of zoonotic methicillin-
reistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) of 
animal origin. Practically, the question 
will be to elaborate a new mix of 
“acceptable” preventive and curative 
means to control mastitis, including 
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We asked Dr. Francis Sérieys,an agronomist engineer, Doctor in Animal 
Science  (Ph. D.), Postgraduate in Business Administration (D.E.S.S), and 
manager of Filère Blanch ( a research-consultancy office for health and 
quality in dairy farming), for his views on udder health. 

“the point today is not only to control mastitis, but also 
to reach this goal using preventive and curative means 

which are considered acceptable by consumers”
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genetic improvement, vaccination, stimulation 
of innate immunity and other means of  
medical prevention.  

What is the role of Udder Health 
Management (UHM) in sustainability on  
the modern dairy farm?

•  The sustainability of modern dairy farming 
has to be viewed in the general context of the 
dairy economy. The three main conditions of 
sustainability are :  

 - to produce milk at low production cost

 -  to achieve requirements of milk quality 
differentiated and economically relevant 
according to the kind of milk processing. 

 -  to use “acceptable” production means in 
accordance with animal well-being, food 
security, human health and protection of  
the environment.

•  With the end of milk quotas and the reduction 
of administrative regulation of the European 
milk market, the milk price should be pulled 
downward and be subjected to fluctuations 
in time broader than in the past. So, a low 
production cost is a condition for the dairy 
industry to stay competitive, to make the 
necessary  investments in time and also to 
survive when the milk price is at low levels. 

UHM,  by reducing economic losses due to 
mastitis, contributes to this objective.

•  The milk quality needed by the dairy industry 
is very different according to the types of 
milk processing. Applying the same criteria 
and thresholds of quality for milk intended 
to make powder sold outside Europe and for 
milk intended to be processed in up-market 
cheese for European consumers, is clearly 
anti-economic. So, the requirements should be 
differentiated in order to implement a quality 
policy equally profitable for the farmers and the 
dairy industry. 

  So, UHM may positively contribute to this 
issue by defining SCC thresholds and penalty 
levels economically relevant and differentiated 
according to milk processing. 

•  But whatever the type of milk processing, it 
is necessary to promote the same acceptable 
means of disease control, in order to preserve 
a good image of milk and the desire of the 
consumers towards dairy products. UHM by 
promoting efficient and acceptable preventive 
and curative means against mastitis, should 
contribute to satisfy this condition. 


