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Fresh Cow Milk Sampling Protocol: 

 
1. Use the PortaSCC

®
 milk test or other on-farm mastitis test to check 

individual cow quarters between the 3
rd

 and 5
th

 milking after 

calving to catch any possible new infections.   
 

 Somatic cell counts greater than or equal to 200,000   

  cells/mL are recommended for bacteriological culture; if   

  bacteria are detected during culture, treatment may be   

  considered (pending organisms identified) 

 

2. Additional milk testing can be performed at 14 and 30 days in milk 

(DIM) for a more comprehensive assessment of cow milk quality.  

The following options for sampling are recommended: 

 
   Re-test individual quarters at 14 DIM; if somatic cell   

   counts are greater than or equal to 200,000 cells/mL,   

   culture high quarters for bacteria.  If bacteria are detected  

   during culture, treatment may be considered (pending   

   organisms identified) 

 

   Re-test individual quarters at 30 DIM if somatic cell   

   counts were greater than or equal to 200,000 cells/mL at   

   previous test and no-growth was detected at culture. 

 

 



The cornerstone of every successful dairy is a 
good fresh cow monitoring program.  The pur-
pose of a monitoring program is to detect prob-
lems in your herd as quickly as possible so that 
you can implement an effective action plan.   

Despite proper dry cow therapy and an effec-
tive dry cow management program to reduce 
bacterial contamination, well managed herds 
may still see infected quarters at calving. The 
greatest incidence of both clinical and subclini-
cal mastitis is during 
early lactation.   
 
Mastitis is one of the 
leading causes of early 
herd removal and de-
creased milk production; the impact of which 
is major economic loss.   
 

SCC and Production Percent (%) Loss 
                SCC        % Loss 
 100,000  2.5 
 200,000  5 
 300,000  6 
 400,000  7 
 600,000  8 
 800,000  9 
 1,000,000  10 
 
A somatic cell count should be taken prior to 
dry off and compared to a somatic cell count 
postpartum.  The changes from dry-off to calv-
ing allow you to evaluate your dry cow man-
agement, antibiotic efficacy, and infection 
status of the cow. 
 
Monitor fresh cows by screening for subclini-
cal infections.   

• Uninfected cows will have SCC 
<100,000 cells/ml 

• Cows with SCC >200,000 cells/ml 

should be suspect of having sub-
clinical mastitis. 

 
Determine somatic cell count for individual 
cow quarters  3 to 6 days after calving. 

• Early detection of new or reoccur-
ant infection allows for rapid inter-
vention opportunities including 
treatment, segregation or culling. 

• Early detection of an udder infec-
tion and possible treatment may 
reduce the period of time bacteria is 
shed into the bulk tank. 

• Allows for early identification of 
potential infections and may pre-

clude severe mastitis outbreaks. 
 
Culture high SCC cow to deter-
mine if antibiotic therapy is  
appropriate.  
• SCC allows producer to   

 monitor response to treat- 
 ment. 

• High SCC are related to increased 
risk of antibiotics in milk. 

 
Cow side somatic cell testing allows the pro-
ducer to overcome the subjectivity of other 
procedures and allows for the testing of bulk 
tanks and individuals on a more timely basis. 
The use of SCC alone is not always adequate 
to determine if a quarter is infected or unin-
fected. 
 
Monitoring your herds somatic cell counts can 
save you money.  Approximately 67% of the 
total economic loss from mastitis is from lost 
milk production.  By keeping your herds so-
matic cell count be-
low 200,000; you 
are improving herd 
health, increasing 
milk production, 
and inflating your 
bottom line.   
 

The Role of Somatic Cell Count Monitoring 
Managing Fresh Cows  

Fresh cow screening al-
lows the opportunity to 
increase milk production 
by lowering SCC and 
reducing the number of 
clinical cases of mastitis. 

Cows that freshen with high SCC (> 200,000 
cells/ml) appear to be more likely to experience 
clinical mastitis in early lactation. 

 
Monitoring individual and bulk tank somatic cell counts is an important part of a sound mastitis control program. 

Dairies that use fresh cow screen-
ing should see benefits of lower 
SCC, lower bacteria counts and 

less clinical mastitis. 

David L. Lee, Professor - Rutgers Cooperative Extension



 

Milk Quality Management Protocol: 

Dry Cows 

 
By David L. Lee, Professor 

Rutgers Cooperative Extension 

 

 

 

 

Dry Cow Milk Sampling Protocol: 

 
1. Use the PortaSCC

®
 milk test or other on-farm mastitis test to 

check individual cow quarters at dry-off.   

 If somatic cell count is greater than or equal to 200,000 

cells/mL, culture the milk from the infected quarter for 

the presence of bacteria and identification.   

 Treatment may be considered pending organisms 

identified by culture. 

 

Additional Testing Options: 

 

 Test individual cow quarters 14 days prior to dry-off.  

This option will give you time to receive culture results 

and allow you to consider the best treatments at dry-off. 

 If somatic cell count is greater than or equal to 200,000 

cells/mL, culture the milk from the infected quarter for 

the presence of bacteria and identification.   

 Treatment options at dry-off may be considered 

pending organisms identified by culture. 
 



The dry period of the cow represents one of 
the most neglected by the dairy manager.  
The early dry period and the close up dry pe-
riod are times of increased susceptibility to 
new infection.  
 
During the dry period:   
 
• The risk of new infection by contagious 

mastitis pathogens is greatest during the 
first two weeks. 
 
• Teat end ex-
posure to envi-
ronmental 

pathogens is constant throughout the dry 
period. 

 
• 50 - 60% of all new infec-

tions during lactation are 
caused by environmental 
pathogen exposure during 
the dry period. 

 
• Over 50% of clinical coliform mastitis 

cases occur within the first 70 days of 
freshening as a result of dry period infec-
tion (20% within first week). 

 

What can you do to effectively manage your 
herd at dry-off and decrease your chances of 
infection?   
 
• Monitor SCC records of your herd 

throughout  lactation. 
   
• SCC data can be used to determine which 

cows to dry off early (i.e. cows with SCC 
over 200,000 cells/mL and producing less 

than 40 lbs of milk).  
 
• Treat all cows at dry off to control conta-

gious pathogens and environmental streps. 
  
Determine how effective your dry cow ther-
apy is. 
• Collect quarter samples at dry off.  
• Collect quarter samples at freshening

(within 7 days). 
• Compare  SCC’s to determine the effec-

tiveness of  your dry cow management 
program. 

 
A low SCC post calving usually indicates that 
your dry cow management is effective.  If the 

SCC value is higher at fresh-
ening then your dry cow 
management may be ineffec-
tive or udder infections may 
be resistant to treatment. 
 

Dry Cow Management Considerations: 
• Dry treat all quarters 
• Barrier dips/teat sealants 
• Mastitis vaccination program 
• Nutritional supplementation 
• Separate from milking herd 
• Clean dry environment 
• Quarter SCC at dry off and freshening 
 
 
Milk production and somatic cell count are 
inversely related; as somatic cell decreases, 
milk produc-
tion will in-
crease. 
 

The Role of Somatic Cell Count Monitoring  
Managing Dry Cows 

 
Monitoring individual and bulk tank somatic cell counts is an important part of a sound mastitis management program. 

Dry period infections are fre-
quently responsible for high so-
matic cell count cows in early 
lactation. 

The dry period may be the single 
most important period for the con-
trol of mastitis in the dairy herd. 

Low somatic cell counts are in-
dicative of good animal health 
and will translate into higher 
quality milk and increased milk 
production. 

David L. Lee, Professor - Rutgers Cooperative Extension
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Hospital/Sick Cow Milk Sampling Protocol: 

 
Once a cow has been identified as sick and sent to the hospital pen, 

you can use the PortaSCC
®

 milk test or other on-farm mastitis test 

to determine: 

 

 If her somatic cell count has decreased enough to levels 

acceptable enough to add her milk back into the bulk 

tank. 

 If the treatment worked or if a spontaneous cure 

occurred. 

 

1. Test sample 21 days after onset of infection.  If somatic 

cell count is greater than or equal to 200,000 cells/mL 

consider taking a bacteria culture to identify the causative 

organism(s).   

2. Measure somatic cell counts in individual quarters to 

determine if the treatment worked and somatic cell levels 

decreased below 200,000 cells/mL or to determine if the 

infection spontaneously cured.  

3. Test milk to determine when the somatic cell count has 

decreased below 200,000 cells/mL or levels acceptable 

enough to add her milk back into the bulk tank.  
 



Clinical mastitis can be characterized by ab-
normal conditions of the udder and milk.  Milk 
from cows with clinical mastitis may have an 
off-color appearance, contain flakes and/or 
clots, be watery.  In severe cases, the animal 
may display signs of systemic illness, the in-
fected quarter may be swollen, hot, hard, and/

or sensitive to 
touch.   
 
•
  5 - 10% of all 
mastitis cases are 
clinical  
•
 40 - 50% of 
clinical mastitis 

cases result from environmental Strep in-
fections 

•
 60-70% of environmental pathogen infec-

tions exist less than 30 days. 
 

Cows are more likely to de-
velop clinical mastitis dur-
ing early lactation.  
  
• Routine quarter SCC’s should be taken at 

freshening to monitor infection status.   
• Culture cows with SCC > 200,000 cells/ml. 
• Somatic cell counts should be monitored on 

a regular basis. 
 
 
Culturing clinical cows is the only way to de-
termine the microorganism responsible for the 
infection.  Bacterial culture results of clinical 
mastitis cases indicate up to 40% exhibit no 
bacterial growth; environmental streptococci  
and coliforms followed by coagulase negative 
staphylococci account for the majority of mas-
titis cases when a positive diagnosis is made.   

Treatment of the infected animal should be ad-
ministered based on the following:  
• bacteria isolated (>135 microorganisms have 

been associated with mastitis) 
• mastitis history  
• production history 
• success with treatments  
• SCC trends 
• stage of lactation  
• stage of pregnancy  
• age of animal    

 
SCC and Milk Production Loss 

 
 SCC                       % Loss 
 <100,000                      <2.5 
 100,000—200,000            2-4 
 200,000—500,000            4-8 
 500,000—750,000                 8- 
 >750,000                              >10 

 
Approximately 67% of 
the total economic loss 
from mastitis results from 
losses in milk production.   

 
Somatic cell counts may be used as a tool to 
aid in determining clinical mastitis cure rates   
by both bacteriological cure and resolution of 
tissue inflammation.  
 
With the opportunity to collect milk quality 
premiums based on somatic cell count level, 
the use of cow side somatic cell testing de-
vices provides a quick and economical method 
for screening problem cows. 
 
  
 

The Role of Somatic Cell Count Monitoring 
Managing Clinical Cows 

Treatment of clinical mastitis is the most 
common use of antibiotics on dairy farms 
and the most common cause of illegal anti-
biotic residues. 

In most well managed 
herds with somatic cell 
counts <200,000cells/ml, 
the predominant cause of 
clinical mastitis is due to 
environmental organisms.  

 

Monitoring individual and bulk tank somatic cell counts is an important part of a sound mastitis management program 

The predominant influence on bulk 
milk somatic cell count is the level of 
subclinical infection within a herd.  

David L. Lee, Professor - Rutgers Cooperative Extension
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Screening for Milk Quality - Sampling Protocol: 
 
Performing screening for milk quality using the PortaSCC

®
 milk test or other on-

farm mastitis test monthly/bimonthly will inform you of your herd’s somatic cell 

count and give you an idea of the infection status of the herd.   

 

Screening Cows: 
 

1. Randomly select 10% of your pen/group/herd for screening.   

2. Take an equal volume of milk from each quarter of the cow and milk it 

into the same vial to form a composite sample.   

3. Test the composite milk sample to determine the composite somatic cell 

count from each cow being tested.  

4. Retest the individual quarters of cows with composite sample somatic 

cell count values greater than or equal to 200,000 cells/mL. 

5. Culture the milk samples greater than or equal to 200,000 cells/mL for 

bacterial identification.   

 

Screening Groups: 

 
1. Screen somatic cell counts for milking groups using a commercially 

available in-line sampling device to collect a group sample. 

2. In-line milk samples with somatic cell count values greater than or equal 

to 200,000 cells/mL indicates that either one or several cows in the group 

have inflammation of the udder and possible infection.   

3. Culture the in-line milk sample for bacterial identification if somatic cell 

exceeds 200,000 cells/mL. 

4. Test individual cows in group to identify source(s) of high somatic cell 

counts 



The dairy heifer represents the future of 

every dairy herd and should contribute to 

the farm income upon freshening.  Whether 

purchasing or raising your own, don't as-

sume that your dairy heifers will freshen 

clear of an udder infection.  Studies indicate 

that intramammary infection  (IMI)

(mastitis) in heifers  is frequent; on average 

50% of heifers have some type of IMI at 

freshening and up to 90%  have been re-

ported to have 

at least one 

infected quar-

ter at calving. 

 

Somatic cell 

counts (SCC) 

are widely used as indica-

tors of udder health within 

a herd and can be an effec-

tive tool in evaluating and 

improving herd manage-

ment practices.  The lower 

the somatic cell count, the 

healthier the udder and a 

higher quality and quantity 

of milk is produced.   

 

Somatic cell counts should 

be one of the management tool used in 

evaluating fresh heifer udder health.  Con-

ducting cow-side somatic cell tests can help 

you to identify milk quality trends in spe-

cific cows in a timely fashion.  

  

• Collect quarter samples for SCC from 

all heifers 3 to 6 days after freshening.  

 

•  Monitor SCC regularly during the first 

few weeks postpartum. 

 

• SCC’s are a useful tool for monitoring 

the success of mastitis therapy. 

 

• Heifers with SCC greater than 

200,000cells/ml should be cultured to 

identify infectious organism.  

 

• Heifers from herds with a high preva-

lence of contagious mastitis will likely 

be infected with contagious pathogens. 

 

• Heifers from herds with a high preva-

lence of environmental pathogens 

(clinical mastitis) will likely be infected 

with coagulase negative staphylococci 

(CNS) and/or environmental strepto-

cocci. 

 

• Heifers from herds with a high SCC 

tend to calf with a higher incidence of 

mastitis. 

  

Pre-Calving Heifer Mastitis 

Management Considerations 

• Reduce exposure to envi-  

  ronmental pathogens 

 

• Segregate bred heifers         

  from dry cows 

 

• Treat prior to freshening   
 (consult with veterinarian) 
 

• Barrier teat dips/sealants 

 

• Mastitis vaccination program 

 

• Somatic cell monitoring post calving 
 

 

By regularly monitoring and lowering your 

herds somatic cell count; milk production 

will increase and so will your profits. 

 

The Role of Somatic Cell Count Monitoring 

Managing Fresh Heifers  

Monitor the incidences of 

clinical mastitis in fresh 

heifers; if more than 10% 

of heifers per year have 

clinical mastitis within the 

first two weeks of lactation 

there is likely a problem 

with your mastitis man-

agement program. 

Uninfected heifers 

should have a SCC  

less than 75,000 cells/

mL one week after 

calving.    

 

 

Monitoring individual and bulk tank somatic cell counts is an important part of a sound mastitis control program 

Heifer IMI may persist for long periods of 

time, cause elevated SCC and may impair 

mammary development adversely affecting 

milk production over subsequent lactations. 

David L. Lee, Professor - Rutgers Cooperative Extension
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