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N
AVIGATING relationships is part of being a human, but that doesn’t mean it is easy. 
Miscommunications, unclear expectations, and unaligned priorities can all throw 
a wrench into how we build bonds with other people. If we don’t handle those set-
backs appropriately, they can even cost us the relationship.

This is just as true in a business setting as it is 
in our personal lives. The relationships we have  
with our bosses, co-workers, and suppliers often 
determines what the company can achieve.

The interconnected spider web of relation-
ships that exists on any dairy farm means that 
paying attention to how we communicate and 
work with others makes a tremendous differ-
ence in the success of the business. While every 
relationship matters, the center string of the 
web on larger dairy farms is often some form of 
partnership, whether between family members 
or unrelated individuals.

Get aligned
Without the legal connotation, a partnership 

simply refers to multiple people or groups with 
a common goal. In a business such as a dairy 
farm, it joins people together to contribute to 
the operation and share in the profits or losses. 

There are various types of partnerships dairy 
farm ownership may take on, such as a general 
partnership, limited partnership, or limited 
liability partnership. Before entering into any 
kind of partnership, though, it is crucial to get 
on the same page as your potential partners. In 
a University of Wisconsin-Madison Division of 
Extension webinar, food entrepreneurship spe-
cialist Jessica Jane Spayde highlighted what 
questions to ask of possible business partners.

A good place to start is by establishing goals 
and expectations. Talk to any potential part-
ners about your ambitions for the business. 
How do you hope to grow the operation? This 
could encompass milking more cows, but it 
could also mean exploring value-added oppor-

tunities or branching into other enterprises, 
such as genetics or cropping. Then, ask about 
and listen to their ambitions for the farm.

Those goals can then lead to a discussion about 
both parties’ expectations on the size of the busi-
ness and how many employees they want to 
manage. This is also the time to talk about what 
you want your role in the farm to be.

“Think about what your role is now and 
how you hope that changes over time,” Spayde 
described. How does that fit in with what a 
potential partner hopes to be doing then?

Similarly, be upfront about any ownership 
changes you may expect, such as bringing a 
child or other family member into the opera-
tion. “It’s important to talk sooner rather than 
later about how you expect ownership to change 
over the years,” she said.

Talk money
Finances can be a difficult subject to dis-

cuss, but if you are considering entering into 
a partnership with a person, Spayde encour-
aged being realistic about risk, salary, business 
expenses, and accounting. “Be as explicit as 
possible when talking about money,” she stated.

Everyone has different levels of risk toler-
ance, so it is important to be clear about what 
you are investing in the business — and thus, 
what you stand to lose if things do not go well. 
In the volatile dairy industry, it is a good idea 
to discuss a potential partner’s perspective on 
managing financial risk.

Have an honest conversation about what you 
and potential partners need to draw to make a 
living, Spayde continued. Also, discuss what the 

company can purchase for owner and employee 
use, such as vehicles or supplies, and at what 
quality. Asking these questions up front and 
addressing the business’ reality can help limit 
challenges down the road. 

It is also a good idea to have a formal agreement 
about who does the farm’s accounting, even if it is 
one of the partners. Make sure all parties agree 
on how you will communicate about finances and 
how often. Know how owners and employees will 
be paid and if this will change over time.

Nail down the details
If potential partners agree on the goals and 

financial operation of the business, it is time to 
tackle the day-to-day operations. In other words, 
how will you get tasks done as co-owners?

“There are a lot of decisions to be made about 
how you make decisions,” Spayde began. Who 
handles which topic areas? Which can be han-
dled independently, and who has the final say if 
you disagree? Spayde also advised thinking about 
how you will handle conflicts when they come up.

Similarly, consider how you want to commu-
nicate. Determine what format works better for 
ease of use; for example, is email, a phone call, 
or texting better? Be honest about what is most 
convenient for you, Spayde emphasized. If com-
munication becomes a chore, you or your part-
ners won’t do it, and that can lead to mistakes 
and missed opportunities.

Many jobs on a farm will be done indepen-
dently, but there are also times when collabora-
tion is necessary or helpful. To help determine 
which approach to take, Spayde said to think 
about what you want to do alone or together, 
what you enjoy doing alone or together, and what 
has to be done either alone or together. This is 
also the time to discuss what kind of work envi-
ronment you thrive in; that covers physical 
needs as well as structural or cultural requests.

Among Spayde’s final recommendations was 
to get on the same page about what kind of doc-
umentation you want to have and what level of 
quality you are aiming for. For example, do you 
want to have standard operating procedures 
(SOPs) in place for certain tasks in the next 
year? What are the farm’s goals for milk qual-
ity, reproduction, calf care, or other areas, and 
how will you track progress? When farm own-
ers come to an agreement, perhaps with the 
assistance of farm consultants, communicating 
those goals clearly to employees helps them do 
their job better and move the farm forward.

There is no handbook for developing successful 
business partnerships, but the basics are intui-
tive. All partners must be open about what they 
need and expect as well as how the farm will get 
there. If consensus can’t be reached, the person 
might not be a good fit for the business. But if 
partners can find a way to work together toward 
the same vision, all of the relationships on the 
farm have a better chance of thriving, too. 

Make partnerships 
work for all parties
by Katelyn Allen                                                                                                                               

OPEN AND CLEAR 
COMMUNICATION between 

partners about goals, 
finances, and operations 

is a key part of having 
a successful business 

relationship.

1,000+ Producer
1,000+

 The author is the senior editor for Hoard’s Dairyman.
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 The author is a freelance writer based in 
Rockford, Ill.

C
HANGE doesn’t happen overnight, and what’s worthwhile 
isn’t always what’s easy. Big changes require big effort — 
and lots of planning.

“You have to be patient,” said Penn England Farms part-
ner Yvette Longenecker on the Center for Dairy Excellence’s 
“Cow-Side Conversations” podcast. “Putting projects on hold is a 
part of business, especially in the agricultural industry. My team 
waited until we were at the right place, at the right time, and now 
we can get it done and be more efficient.”

Longenecker was referring to 
the facilities upgrade and satellite 
operations consolidation project 
she and her team began concep-
tualizing for their business 10 
years ago. Penn England Farms 
near Williamsburg, Pa., has been 
a three-location operation since 
2009, when they incorporated 
their second and third properties 
— dairies run by relatives who 
were soon to retire — within three 
months of each other. They went 
from one milking facility to three 
in three months — an opportu-
nity Longenecker called “quite the 
growing experience.” 

The Penn England team is now 
working on consolidating Farm 
3 into the main farm (Farm 1) to 
improve efficiency and limit costs, 
as well as to make management 
more streamlined across opera-
tions. Since Farm 2 is solely a 
milking facility, whereas Farms 1 
and 3 house heifers, dry cows, and 
fresh cows, Longenecker sees it 
staying as-is.

A long journey
Even though the plan from the 

beginning of Penn England’s 
acquisition of Farm 3 was to incor-
porate it into the home farm, vari-
ous financial setbacks forced the 
team to wait. It took eight years 
before they were able to put the 
plan to paper, and another two to 
break ground. Now, they’re full-
speed ahead on the project and 
highly aware of the challenging 
year to come. 

“Our team gets together every 
morning to talk about what needs 
to get done that day,” Longenecker 
said. “We communicate with each 
other often and talk about this 
being a long, hard project.”

The renovation is not only 
aimed at making possible the 
housing of an extra 500 cows, but 
it is also an opportunity to build 
updated, modern facilities. Proj-
ects included an upgraded milk-
ing parlor, a new direct load shed 

and milk house, renovations to 
the freestall barns, and a new 
manure pit.

Reproduction for growth
In terms of prioritization across 

Penn England’s operations, Lon-
genecker and her team emphasize 
cow care and conservation above 
all else. 

“Good cows make good busi-
ness,” Longenecker said. “We 
believe in taking care of our herd 
and improving genetics.”

Penn England Farms started 
flushing cows in 1978 — a practice 
in which a cow receives a series of 
hormonal injections to help it pro-
duce extra eggs, which are then 
fertilized by artificial insemina-
tion and “flushed out” to either 
be planted in a surrogate or fro-
zen for later use. Penn England 
exports their embryos to coun-
tries around the world, includ-
ing Japan, France, and Germany. 
These embryos may be planted in 
surrogates with desirable quali-
ties, such as an easy time calving.

“In 2023, we transferred over 
1,700 embryos within our own 
herd,” Longenecker said. “We con-
centrate on a select number of cow 
families and produce as many off-
spring from those as we can.”

Playing around with bull genet-
ics is a key factor for Penn Eng-
land, too. Genomic information 
about semen makes possible 
the selection of qualities a dairy 
farmer may want in their herd.

Though it’s a pricey endeavor, 
Longenecker believes it to be cru-
cial for the betterment of the herd.

“We want to grow a good herd 
with good cows,” she said. 

Doing so creates a return on 
investment, anyway. Quality 
genes make for desirable animals, 
and Penn England is able to regu-
larly market theirs. 

As for their 3,600 acres of crop 
land, Longenecker said they are 
intentional about every step from 
plant to harvest, ensuring the 

ration the cows receive is nutri-
tious and sustainably sourced. 

Working together
Anything is possible if you have 

the right people in management.
At least, that’s how Longenecker 

accounted for her dairy’s success 
so far. 

To her, the biggest factor in stay-
ing afloat and balancing growth 
and profitability is planning ahead 
— and doing so with a team. 

“Know where you need to be and 
how to get there, and communi-
cate with each other often,” said 
Longenecker. “We all talk to one 
another. Each facility is just as 
important as the other.”

Also included in regular com-
munication are outside advisers, 
nutritionists, veterinarians, and 
bankers. Such a well-rounded 
group of voices makes the farm’s 
efforts to “watch production, con-
trol costs, and make investments 
where efficiency can be gained” 
that much more manageable.

Moving from three to two facili-
ties — thus making most deci-
sions under one roof — will be a 
huge benefit for the working envi-
ronment, too. All employees will 
be able to more easily engage in 
production goals, have a say in 
improvements, and employees and 
management alike will be able to 
move seamlessly back and forth 
between needs. 

Longenecker said one of her 
favorite parts about Penn England 
Farms is this collaborative nature. 
It makes the kind of massive busi-
ness transition she and her team 
are tackling possible. 

Looking ahead
In the coming months, Lon-

genecker and her partners will 

oversee the remaining renova-
tions of the farm her parents 
purchased in 1978, when no barn 
graced the property. 

As for the next generation, Longe-
necker admitted they are still figur-
ing that out. But if Penn England’s 
track record of growth and profit-
ability is any indication of the opera-
tion’s future, odds are that whoever 
takes it over will be walking into 
something truly spectacular. 

Still, working with family has 
its ups and downs. “Sometimes we 
have to take a deep breath, remem-
ber we all love each other, and know 
that we are all there for the same 
outcome at the end of the day.”

Longenecker sees value in “tak-
ing opportunities as they come, 
because you never know when or if 
they’ll come again.”

And isn’t that what dairying is 
all about — taking the daily oppor-
tunities of land, weather, climate, 
and animals to create beautiful, 
rich, and nutritious products to be 
put on shelves around the world? 

Penn England Farms is on their 
way to a new era of operation, and 
they’re taking all who pioneer 
with them. 

Growth means taking 
opportunities as they come

by Kathryn E. Childs                                                                                  

1,000+ Producer

ADDING ANOTHER BARN OR FACILITY to your farm may be an option down the road, 
or you may be contemplating other expansion opportunities into new enterprises. 
Recognizing when the right time is to make that change, and working with your 
trusted advisers and employees to make that a reality, will help the process succeed.

“I couldn’t resist the  
nutritional benefits.”
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Discover five calf welfare-enhancing products with farmer-friendly features tailored  
to your farm’s specific needs. Farmer-friendly features have been incorporated to  
simplify feeding and bedding, recognizing the distinct needs of every farm  
operation. Your calves deserve the best, and we’re here to provide you with the  
tools and support necessary to ensure their welfare and your success.  

 1-888-231-3575 • CALFHUTCH.COM 

Begin Strong.  
Stay Strong.

OPEN AIR FLEX-PENS
• Lightweight panels for easy setup 
• Ultra bio-secure and easy to clean
•  Front and rear metal panels made from  

hot-dipped galvanized steel
•  Center panels can be removed for  

group penning option
• 10 Year Warranty

SL RANCHER HUTCHES
•  All-in-1 Rear Door, Roof Vent and Rear  

Rotary Vents all come STANDARD
•  Available in Deluxe or Rancher Options  
•  100% opaque for temperature control
•  Easy to clean and sanitize
• 10 Year Warranty

FLEX-HUTCHES 
• Available in 2-Calf or 3-Calf options
•  Simplifies chores such as bedding, 

feeding, watering and cleaning
•  Provides shelter against all types of 

weather
•  Adjustable, hinged Flex-Roof Cover™

• 10 Year Warranty

SUPREME BUDDY HUTCH
•  Multi-Position Awning with optional 

Weather Cover for extreme weather
• Bi-Swing Feeding Doors  
• Swing-Up Rear Bedding Door
• One-piece Construction • Truly Opaque
• Ridge and Rear Rotary Ventilation
• 10 Year Warranty

AGRI-PL A ST IC S IS  AN  
OFFICIAL  DISTRIBUTOR OF  
MILK B AR T E AT S & FEEDER S

The Milk Bar® philosophy is simple: Control the flow  
of milk and regulate the drinking speed to improve  
calf health. Shop our variety of Teats, Calf Feeders  
and Mobile Feeders at CalfHutchShop.com.
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C
ULTURAL environments can make or break an experience. 
Take study groups, classrooms, and social circles, for exam-
ple. Each involves attention to culture. A group leader will 
navigate behaviors to ensure optimal learning; a profes-

sor will consider student capabilities when designing their lec-
ture; and friendships may peter out or strengthen depending on 
shared or differing values.

Should a work environment not 
see the same cultivation? If we are 
as strong and effective as the bal-
ance of individual energies around 
us, why not be intentional about 
those energies during the hiring 
process and beyond? 

A well-defined, operation-
ally sound company culture can 
secure well-fitted candidates and 
strengthen already-there relation-
ships. Once you determine what 
your individual farm or business 
culture is, what its core elements 
are, and what you may need in a 
new employee to nurture that cul-
ture and fill vacancies, you will 
not only begin to hire those who 
add to the growth of your work-
place, but the workplace as a 
whole will flourish. 

On a recent episode of the Profes-
sional Dairy Producers’ “The Dairy 
Signal” podcast, Kwik Trip dis-
trict leader Ryan Levendoski and 
Kyle Achord, vice president of team 
sales at Marucci Sports, discussed 
how to build and keep an optimal 
team by cultivating workplace cul-
ture. During the conversation, they 
emphasized the following:

1. Define core values
2.  Practice a people-first 

approach
3.  Maximize skill sets 

(empowerment)
4.  Provide honest and consistent 

feedback

Values are vital
When hiring, Levendoski said he 

looks for character traits that will 
fit well within the company rather 
than strictly assessing work expe-
rience. Of course, a good résumé 
goes a long way, but what pulls the 
weight nowadays for Levendoski 
and others are soft skills. 

“Everything in the store, we can 
teach,” he said. “I look for great 
people first. People who are hon-
est, who have integrity, and who 
show up and work.”

For Achord, value identifica-
tion looks a little bit different. As 
a sports company that provides 
equipment for softball and base-

ball teams, Marucci’s priority is 
to “honor the game.” This means 
looking at how potential employ-
ees embody teamwork in their ath-
letic endeavors rather than at their 
individual performance as an ath-
lete, along with making sure cus-
tomers have good experiences with 

their products. The company fur-
ther emphasizes setting goals, 
being service-minded, and cele-
brating the rich history of sports.

If an employer takes the time 
to recruit and invest in the right 
people who fit the company’s spe-
cific needs and reflect its values, 
growth for the individuals and the 
team will naturally follow and the 
workplace culture will thrive.

Prioritize the person
Being people-first as an opera-

tion is a balance between show-
ing employees they are valued 
and actively working toward 
efficiency and productivity. It’s 
about providing opportunities for 
growth, building relationships, 
and seeing the whole person, 
including life outside of work, all 
while creating conditions for per-
formance excellence.

According to Achord, Maruc-
ci’s hiring process includes a third 
party “culture index” of how an 
applicant best takes instruction, 

if they prefer working alone or 
in a group, and more. This helps 
employers know where an employee 
will best fit within the company, 
thereby making their overall expe-
rience — and that of the company 
— as enriching as possible. 

But putting people first goes 
beyond simply asking them a set 
of questions. 

“I have people come up with per-
sonal goals, and then I ask how I 
can help them get there,” Achord 
said. “It’s about investing in 
employees, not just seeing what we 
can get out of them.”

“Get to know them and talk to 
them as a person,” Levendoski 

added. “Find out what makes 
them tick.”

Such an approach allows for per-
sonal and professional develop-
ment, accelerating the cultivation 
of a positive workplace culture. 

Empower and advise
A further piece to a people first, 

value-oriented culture is maximiz-
ing individual skill sets. Achord 
said one of the most important 
things he looks at when hiring 
is which position will be the best 
fit for each individual candidate 
according to their abilities. 

For instance, if someone is outgo-
ing and wanting constant interac-
tion, they may be better suited for 
a sales position than, say, someone 
who would prefer to work solo. 

Of course, some of this will 
include trial and error. Achord 
shared a story of a time he inad-
vertently set up an employee for 
failure by putting them in a man-
agement role they were ill-suited 
for. It’s important to be aware 

of instances in which a worker 
fails because their skill sets 
may be better applied elsewhere 
and instances in which they fail 
because they are ill-suited to be 
a part of the team at large. If it is 
the latter, further steps will need 
to be taken toward determining 
their future at the company.  

Either way — good fit or poor fit 
— it’s important to be able to com-
municate relevant, direct feed-
back. Both Levendoski and Achord 
were coaches at one time, which 
means they are adept at provid-
ing both positive and corrective 
instruction. Not everyone will be 
thus inclined, but feedback is a 
must when it comes to maintain-
ing workplace culture. 

“Correction helps people grow,” 
Levendoski described. “Be honest. 
But also treat them with dignity 
and respect.”

By paying attention to what each 
person is best at, putting them 
in an associated role, and mak-
ing corrections when needed, you 
will set your employees up for suc-
cess and — assumedly — improve 
growth and retention. The better 
the fit, the more empowered both 
employer and employee will feel. 

Part of the team
What’s the biggest challenge asso-

ciated with hiring new employees? 
“Assimilating to the culture,” 

Achord and Levendoski agreed. 
Much like traveling to a for-

eign country, there are a series 
of adjustments that happen when 
a person joins a new company, 
especially if that workplace has 
already made strides toward cre-
ating a unique culture. If the per-
son is ultimately someone who 
will positively add to the pres-
ent environment, it will show in 
their gradual adjustment to the 
team’s dynamics, core values, 
and communication. 

If a listener were to take away 
just one thing from the discus-
sion, it would invariably be this: 
A company that prioritizes its 
people is a company sure to see 
growth and success. 

“Invest in your employees. 
They’re your most important asset,” 
Achord reiterated near the end of 
the webinar. “Stick to what your 
culture is, hire people that fit, and 
show them how to be great.” 

Put people first for best  
results on your farm

by Kathryn E. Childs                                                                                                                            

1,000+ Producer

 The author is a freelance writer based in 
Rockford, Ill. 

LOOK FOR SOFT SKILLS, provide appropriate opportunities for growth, and find other 
ways to invest in your team to build a strong culture and retain employees.
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W
E ALL want good cus-
tomer service. Whether 
we are calling the local 
Farm Service Agency, 

buying chemicals from our 
cooperative’s agronomy cen-
ter, ordering parts from our 
nearby machinery dealers, 
or conveying information to 
our dairy cooperative, good 
customer service can make 
dairy farming more enjoyable. 
 

On the flip side, being a good cus-
tomer can improve customer service. 
I put together some tips to benefit 
your customer service experience. 

It’s in the details
When you begin a phone call, 

start by saying your name and 
phone number slowly and clearly. 
If a customer service representa-
tive has to refer to the recorded 
phone call, they don’t need to lis-
ten to the end of your message to 
find this information.

If you have to leave a message, 
outline what your problem is and 
the issue you need help solving. 
Remember to treat others as you 
would want to be treated yourself. 
Follow the Golden Rule. Be polite 
and courteous.

Whatever you do, don’t make 
threats in your message. Being 
a bully won’t help your situa-
tion and could potentially harm 
it. Even if you are exasperated, 
try to stay level headed and on 
point with your message. Be real-
istic about the time it might take 
to solve the problem and give the 
company ample time to respond. 
Respect the rules. If the sale has 
ended, the sale has ended. And be 
polite; say please and thank you. 
This can go a long way into get-

ting quicker customer service.
After you have finished leaving 

your message, state your name 
and phone number once more. If 
you have voicemail on your phone, 
be sure that it includes your name 
and phone number. Otherwise, the 
customer service representative 
might not be sure they are calling 
the right place.

Survey results matter
Some companies will ask you to 

fill out a survey concerning their 
service right before the call ends. 
There has been a big change in 
the last several years in how cus-
tomer service representatives are 
evaluated in their jobs, and sur-
veys are weighed heavily. This 
new emphasis on surveys seems to 
be the current rage. 

Many companies, for example, 
will not rehire support represen-
tatives unless they get at least 
15 surveys, and several negative 
surveys can slash an employee’s 
bonus. Even a medium rating can 
count as a negative and affect an 
employee’s status. 

Emily Bailey, a registered nurse 
with a Midwest Health Care 
Agency, explained the importance 
of surveys in her line of work as 
well. She said if a patient doesn’t 
like a nurse, they will always send 
in a bad survey, but if a patient 
likes a nurse, they usually don’t 
send in a survey at all. This can 
lead to some rather skewed results.

Knowing this, you might put aside 
a little time to fill out some surveys 
and help the good employees you 
encounter keep their jobs. That’s 
part of being a good customer!

Be a good 
customer

by Gerald R. Anderson                                                                                                                            

1,000+ Producer

TAKE THE NEGATIVITY 
OUT OF YOUR PREFRESH 
DIET AND LOWER YOUR 
RISK OF MILK FEVER
The cow is always right. Just ask her and her 
many herdmates. It pays to try the novel 
prefresh strategy X-Zelit® — proven in research 
and on the farm to ensure high blood calcium 
concentrations and help optimize fresh cow 
health. You could see a one- to two-week 
reduction in close-up days, fewer cow touches, 
less risk of subclinical and clinical milk fever, 
and more. X-Zelit is much easier to effectively 
incorporate into transition cow management 
compared to a DCAD approach. There’s no 
longer any reason to use that four-letter word.   
Learn more at Protekta.com 
 

MANAGE 
HYPOCALCEMIA

DIFFERENTLY
©2024 PROTEKTA 

SHE WANTS  
YOU TO STOP  
USING THE  
FOUR-LETTER 
WORD

 The author is a dairy farmer from Brainerd, 
Minn.

“Wonka heads up the chocolate milk division.”
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B
OVINE respiratory disease (BRD) is a major cause of death among calves and one 
of the largest health challenges facing our modern-day dairy industry. We are also 
experiencing an all-time high cost for replacement heifers — averaging $2,300 or 
more — and as a result, replacement heifer inventories may struggle to recover 

in the coming years. Understanding and managing BRD is necessary to raise and keep 
calves healthy for the sake of your replacement herd.

Vaccines and antibiotics have been the most 
common methods for preventing and treating 
BRD, respectively. Still, vaccine effectiveness 
has not been consistently achieved, and growing 
concern over antibiotic resistance leaves the door 
open for alternative prevention and treatment 
options. Such research is studying the use of 
essential oils, plant extracts, antioxidants, and 
probiotics to prevent and treat BRD and improve 
overall disease management. Nevertheless, con-
sistent work to reduce pathogen load and expo-
sure is a critical part of preventing BRD. 

The background on BRD
A 2021 meta-analysis study shows that calves 

diagnosed with BRD have a higher likelihood of 
dying or leaving the herd before their first calv-
ing. Affected calves and heifers that stay in the 
herd had lower average daily gain (ADG) and 
produced less milk during their first lactation.

Incidence of disease in early life is consis-

tently associated with reduced growth, produc-
tion in the first lactation, and productive life. 
Research from Jud Heinrich’s laboratory at 
Penn State University reported that each day of 
a preweaning disease resulted in a loss of 278 
pounds of milk production in the first lactation. 
This contributes to the estimation that the U.S. 
loses $1 billion every year due to treatment 
costs and production loss attributed to BRD.

BRD is a complex illness because multiple fac-
tors can play a role in its development. Obvious 
ones include exposure to a combination of viruses, 
bacteria, and parasites, while not-so-obvious fac-
tors include poor nutrition, genetic susceptibility, 
suppressed immune system, stress, and sudden 
weather and temperature shifts. 

Detecting the disease before it becomes serious 
is also challenging. Calves are prey species and 
naturally try to hide signs of illness. One of the 
earliest signs to look for in group housing is a 
calf lagging or isolating itself. In hutches, visual 

signs can include discharge from the nose and 
eyes, coughing, a tilted head, reduced appetite, 
and an unwillingness to stand. In auto feeder 
systems, milk feeding rate and feed refusals 
can serve as alarms to calves developing BRD. 
As symptoms worsen, the disease can ultimately 
lead to pneumonia and permanent lung damage.

General symptoms of BRD include:
• Fever greater than 104°F
•  Watery nasal discharge to a thick, cloudy, 

pus-filled discharge
• Depression and lethargy

Keep your calves free from BRD
by Jim Quigley                                                                                                                                
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SUFFICIENT VENTILATION is among the measures 
dairy farmers use to prevent BRD issues.
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• Lack of appetite
• Cough
• Rapid, shallow breathing
•  Unwillingness to move, standing with neck extended
• Droopy ears
• Discharge from the eyes and mouth 
By the time these symptoms are noticeable, the calf has likely been sick 

for a few days. Detecting the first signs of BRD before the pathogens have 
reached the lungs gives treatment practices a greater chance of working. 
Still, it’s even better if we can prepare a calf’s immune system and body 
to fight off the disease independently. 

More immunity, less stress
While there are many unknowns with BRD, there are also several 

known precautions we can take to reduce the risk to our calves. The first 
of these can start as soon as birth.

A clean, high-quality source of colostrum has tremendous benefits for 
health, growth, and longevity. Most data suggests the effect colostrum 
has is because it provides the necessary immunity and nutrients to fight 
disease. Additionally, colostrum provides antioxidants to reduce oxidative 
stress, essential nutrients for development, hormones for growth, and fat 
and lactose critical for early life energy.

It’s recommended that calves receive 10% of their body weight in colos-
trum within the first few hours of life. As calves grow, their immunity can 
be boosted further with vaccines, dewormers, and adequate nutrition.

Stress is the underlying issue we face when trying to better our herd’s 
health and production. The most practical way to approach it is to ask, 
“What is causing my calves stress?” 

In just the first four month of life, a calf undergoes numerous stressful 
events. Birth, transportation, feed changes, disease challenge, vaccina-
tion, weaning, and grouping can all induce stress. Each event can have 
an impact on feed intake, nutrient absorption, metabolism, and so forth.

As mentioned previously, more researchers are studying supplemental 
and supportive treatments. Calf studies are measuring the effects of feed-
ing essential oils, plant extracts, antioxidants, and probiotics on factors 
like boosting ADG, lessening lung damage during BRD, lowering oxida-
tive stress in the body, and providing immune support.

In addition to these supportive treatments, making practical environmen-
tal and nutritional improvements should not be overlooked. These include:

• Proper ventilation
• Fewer pen movements
• Low-stress handling
• Clean bedding
• Sanitizing feeding equipment and housing surface areas
• Free access to feed and water
• Clean, high-quality feed, free of mold and dust 
• Offering electrolytes before and after stressful events
BRD is hard to pin down. What causes it and how to prevent and treat 

it changes on a herd-to-herd basis. Having the proper understanding and 
using practical management is still key. With greater scrutiny on anti-
biotic use, alternatives to traditional treatments may also be an oppor-
tunity to satisfy consumer demands while not compromising animal 
well-being and production.

 The author is a researcher, writer, and consultant with CalfNotes.com and Calf Notes 
Consulting LLC, and technical lead for Cargill.

What we know about BRD and productive life
Also known as shipping fever or bronchopneumonia, bovine 

respiratory disease (BRD) is one of the largest health challenges 
dairy producers face. A 2021 meta-analysis on the topic found 
that calves diagnosed with BRD have a higher likelihood of dying or 
leaving the herd before their first calving.

MAJOR FACTORS
 Age: Calves are more vulnerable to BRD after maternal antibodies 
decline, which varies between 1 and 3 months of age.

 Hydration: Dehydration during transport, processing, and handling 
can affect the respiratory tract and immune system, making it harder 
for calves to stay healthy.

 Trace minerals: Not having enough or the right balance of 
trace minerals reduces immune function and can lower vaccine 
effectiveness.

 Colostrum: Low intake and/or poor-quality colostrum can highly 
impact calfhood immunity.
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 The author is the senior editor for Hoard’s Dairyman.

B
OTH cattle and farm team members appreciate consistency — animals benefit from 
a regular routine, and employees can streamline their tasks and decisions. Devel-
oping consistent operations on a farm begins with having thorough, useful stan-
dard operating procedures (SOPs).

When SOPs are well-written, they provide 
direction for all employees, improve communi-
cation between management and staff, reduce 
training time, and improve work consistency 
and accuracy, Penn State Extension explains. 
Farm managers know that SOPs are a set of 
procedures, but what may be overlooked is that 
they need to be tailored to your farm’s opera-
tions. General industry guidelines can be a good 

starting place. Then, review your farm’s needs 
and personnel to find the best fit.

There are three main components to an SOP. 
First is the overall system addressed by the 
task, such as feeding, milking, or reproduc-
tion. From there, identify the smaller proce-
dures that make up the system. For example, 
milking is made up of sanitization, prepara-
tion, and clean up. Finally, the steps outline 

directions for completing these procedures. 
They must be precise and easy to follow.

Crafting the message
There are seven steps to work through while 

developing effective SOPs for your farm. Begin 
by planning for the specific results you want to 
achieve. This is where aiming for consistency 
comes into play to help you determine what the 
outcome of the SOP needs to be.

Next, determine the format that will be most 
effective by asking yourself how many decisions 
the user will have to make during the proce-
dure and how many steps it will contain. If the 
task will entail just a few decisions and steps, 
use a simple steps format. If there will be few 
decisions but more than 10 steps, it is a good 
idea to set up the SOP with numbered steps. No 
matter the number of steps involved, if the task 
will involve many decisions, use a flow chart. 

Whichever format is adapted, make it easy to 
follow, include a clear and descriptive title, and 
use a logical numbering scheme to keep track 
of revisions so the most up-to-date protocol is 
always being followed.

Determine what needs to be in the SOP by 
watching someone perform the task and writ-
ing down everything they do. From there, you 
can formulate the steps or flow chart decisions.

To create an effective SOP, focus on writing 
short sentences in the form of a command. Use 
as few words as possible, and also keep abbre-
viations and acronyms to a minimum. Include 
enough detail to address common concerns, but 
don’t try to address every possible issue, or the 
procedure will become long and confusing.

Once you have your draft SOP, give it to 
everyone who currently performs that job for 
their review. Ask for feedback on making it eas-
ier to understand or more accurate. Then, with 
any internal feedback incorporated, share the 
draft with your advisers, such as a veterinar-
ian or nutritionist. They will be able to provide 
perspective on the task from other farms they 
work with or industry best practices.

Next, test the procedure. If the person going 
through the steps is hesitant or confused about 
any part, consider making revisions. You could 
have someone who is familiar with the task do 
this, or you could have someone who has never 
done the job go through the procedure to simu-
late a new employee’s perspective.

After all revisions have been made, place 
the final version of the SOP in an appropriate 
place where team members can access it. If it 
is located in the work environment, ensure it is 
large enough for employees to reference as they 
are doing the job. Keep all SOPs in a central 
location, too, for reference. These copies should 
be reviewed regularly and updated as needed.

While it is great to have SOPs made, they are 
useless if employees are not trained with them. 
Explain and practice each step so that they feel 
comfortable completing the task on their own. 
Giving feedback that reflects the standards of 
the SOP provides clarity and helps ensure jobs 
are being done consistently.

Following this process to develop SOPs takes 
time, but having a system that all employees 
understand and follow will make a significant 
difference in performance and farm operations. 
Even the process of creating the procedures 
allows employees, managers, and consultants 
to come together to address challenges on the 
farm, fostering collaboration that develops con-
sistency for animals and people. 

Create consistency 
with your SOPs 
by Katelyn Allen                                                  
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