Gut Function

One of the key aspects of good animal health is to maintain and improve the condition of the gut.  This is important for the conversion of feed into useful products for the animal.  Feed conversion is often a microbial process e.g. rumen microflora in ruminants play the main role in producing volatile fatty acids as the source of energy for the animal and a contribution to protein formation.  The animal also sources   amino acids that partially result from the microbial fermentation process of digesting feed.  Even in monogastrics (one stomach rather than a four chambered rumen), efficient microbial action within the gut is required for efficient feed conversion.  The products of digestion are influenced by the microbial activity and the dominant species of microorganisms present.

Harmful Gut Microorganisms

Harmful microorganisms in the gut environment include those that cause inefficient feed conversion through to those that actively cause disease.  An example of those simply causing inefficient feed conversion are the archaebacteria which lead to the production of methane yielding significantly less energy from the feed than if the feed material was metabolised to volatile fatty acids (and producing greenhouse gas concerns).  Other organisms may lead to high levels of less useful organic acids (such as lactic acid, which is one of the primary causes of too low a rumen pH.   In other cases they may produce more of the higher weight volatile fatty acids (e.g. valeric, caproic) which are not utilised by the animal and can cause odour concerns in manure).

Gut microflora pathogens include roundworm as covered earlier as well as other intestinal worms, protists such as giardia, bacteria such as salmonella and viruses such as rotovirus.  The ability of these pathogens to proliferate and cause problems is partly related to the resilience of the gut microflora including some of the same aspects that control soil pathogens such as competition for space on the gut wall, competition for nutrients, antibiosis, predation and parasitism.  A healthy gut microflora will also promote more structural integrity of the gut wall.

Gut microbial flora are susceptible to shock effect such as rapid changes in feed (may favour a different flora that takes time to establish and stabilise or can simply be a problem with lushness or high potassium levels), poor nutritional quality of feed (e.g. minerals, nutrient balance, toxins), climate (e.g. cold stressing the animal) or stress from management such as weaning.

Consistency of Dung 

The consistency of dung can be a strong indicator of the efficiency of the ruminant gut function.  The worst cases of loose dung would be scours for which there are many causes.  It may not be possible to easily cure some of these causes e.g. rotovirus.  Many loose dung problems though are simply symptoms of changes or feed quality as mentioned above.  Such changes and stresses should be avoided where possible by good system design.  Generally improving food quality (e.g. mixed pasture, and any hay and silage being well made) or perhaps improving function and microbial composition of the gut (see probiotics below) can reduce a variety of problems associated with loose dung.

Probiotics, Cider Vinegar and Garlic

A variety of tonic type products are available to aid livestock performance and health.  In some cases they may have similar modes of action to biofertilisers but their stimulation is of livestock and the microbes within the digestive system.  In other cases, the aim might be to give some more direct control of intestinal parasites.  The literature points to variable results with such products probably depending on the individual circumstances of the treated animals and variability in products.

These products are a small departure from the system based approach but may be desired to achieve optimum performance or make up for some deficiency in the system (perhaps a temporary one such as drought breaking rain causing lush nitrogen rich feed problems).  Tonics and probiotics appear to have most effect when there is an upset in the system and on “poor doing” animals.

