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One of the most important components of the Beef Quality Assurance Program is the avoidance of illegal drug and chemical residues in our meat and milk.  Today’s consumers expect and deserve a safe, wholesome, and unadulterated product.  All pharmaceuticals must undergo vigorous scrutiny by the FDA whereby safety, efficacy, dosage, risks and standards for tissue concentration are established.  The FDA is far from perfect but the industry needs to be held to account and guidelines for human safety need to be based on good science.  Alternative therapies such as botanicals, probiotics, neutraceuticals, and homeopathics remain unregulated.


The best way to assure residue free food products is not to need drugs for our livestock.  Managing the herd for optimal health with prevention as a primary goal is most productive and most profitable.    If disease or poor performance troubles the herd, look for the solution in basic husbandry before you grab the needle or the balling gun.  Strive to keep cows clean, dry, comfortable, well ventilated, and properly fed at all times.  Minimize exposure to stress, and pay attention to population density or stocking rates.  If cows are calving in the mud lot where the herd over wintered or in the manure alley of a loose housing barn, don’t look to drugs for the solution to calf scours. Long stem forage is often the best medicine money can buy in confinement feeding operations dealing with digestive disorders and the host of subsequent ailments ranging from ketosis, to laminitis, to pneumonia. On the other hand, problems do arise that are beyond our control.  We are blessed with a vast array of medical products that are vital tools in helping the body regain health, restore function, or prevent infectious disease.


The second best way to prevent residues in our beef and dairy products is to thoroughly familiarize yourself with the drug before it is used.  Read the label and review the package insert which is available with all approved pharmaceuticals. Information you will find include expiration date, dosage, route of administration, withholding periods for milk and/or meat, cautionary statements, and contra indications. Failure to comply with label directions increases the risk of residue violations.  Consult with your veterinarian if you have any questions and have your vet teach you proper restraint and administration technique.


From a legal and regulatory perspective there are several different classifications of medical products used in cattle.  Over The Counter (OTC) drugs are considered quite safe and can be purchased at the feed store, the livestock supply vendor, through catalogs, and undoubtedly via the internet.  Prescription drugs are those considered to have some potential risks of toxicity where adequate instructions cannot fit on the label, or oversight of a veterinarian is deemed necessary.  These products have a statement on the label which reads:  “Federal law restricts this drug to use by or on the order of a licensed veterinarian.”  “Extra-label” use applies to any animal health product that is used in a manner other than what is exactly specified on the label.  Examples would be using a higher dose or extended treatment period than stated on the label or the use of drugs labeled for swine or poultry in cattle.  Extra label use requires a prescription and additional labeling by a veterinarian with whom you have a valid veterinarian/client/patient relationship (VCPR).  This means you have a regular veterinarian who knows you, your cattle and your operation, agrees to make judgments about the health status and diagnosis of the cow or herd, be available for follow up or emergency care, and determine appropriate withholding times prior to marketing milk or beef.  Extra label use is only permitted when the veterinarian has determined there are no other approved drugs to treat the condition or treatment at the labeled dose would not be effective.  Using feed additives in any way other than as labeled is strictly prohibited.  Finally there is a growing list of drugs that are illegal for use in food producing animals, period.  Baytril is a wonderful antibiotic banned for use in all dairy breeds and in beef breeds except for pneumonia.  


As a rule all health care products should be stored in a cool dry and clean location, out of direct sunlight and severe temperature extremes.  They should not be stored near harsh chemical, caustic, or volatile materials.  Dairy producers are required to have separate, labeled storage areas for drugs approved for lactating cows vs. those only approved for non-lactating cows.  Biological products including vaccines, antisera, antibody supplements, and probiotics should be refrigerated at all times.  Some antibiotics and hormones also require refrigeration and will be labeled as such.  Vaccines are very fragile and if mishandled they become ineffective.  Those that require mixing should be done so just prior to use.  Avoid contaminating the vial with a dirty needle and discard unused vaccine once it has been reconstituted.  Keep vaccines mixed by gentle rotation periodically, vigorous shaking of some can increase risk of negative reactions.  


Residue violations often occur when a decision to treat is made in haste. A thorough examination of the cow or the herd problem should always precede any treatment if a definitive diagnosis and an accurate prognosis are not evident. Several other factors should be evaluated before a course of therapy is chosen. Is the disease treatable? Will the cow return to full productivity or is she likely to be chronic? What are my therapeutic options? What is the cost? What is her genetic potential? How does her cull value compare to her production value now and in the future? Can she get well with nursing care and no drugs? If she needs both do you have the time and facilities to succeed? Is she likely to transmit disease to herd mates? Is there an emotional bond? Your veterinarian is the most qualified person to help you make these decisions and to serve as a resource if you chose to develop your diagnostic and treatment skills. 
                            

Once a treatment plan is established, stick with it and carefully monitor the response to therapy. Maintaining accurate records is essential in evaluating success of treatment and to make necessary adjustments. Records also provide information about herd disease incidence. They help us identify strengths and weaknesses in the herd health program, add value when marketing cattle, help in the development of effective treatment protocols for the herd, and reduce the risk of residue violations. Information to record includes permanent animal identification, date, clinical findings like temperature and respiratory rate, product used, dosage used, route and location of administration, operator’s name, and withdrawal time. Always check the expiration date and record the serial number on vaccines in particular. 

The information and tools we need are readily available to respond to the demands of an increasingly educated and conscientious consumer and take pride in offering them a superior product. When the label dose and withholding time on any product are in doubt, veterinarians have access to the Food Animal Residue Avoidance Databank (FARAD) for this information. A final level of confidence is available through laboratory testing. 
