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With These Participating

BST -

MORE OF
THE SAME?

By Blair J.Smith
The title of this

article implies
two questions;
First, what is
BST? AndßH|
second, more the
same of what?
What is BST?

Most of you already know the
answer to this question. BST is the
abbreviation for bovine somatrot-
ropin, the term which is replacing
the earlier, more popularly used
term bovine growth hormone
(BGH). Its name doesn’t change
what it is, however- a protein that
is a hormone. This hormone has
been produced in the pituitary
glands of cattle since we’ve had

cattle, and it affects how food
nutrients are allocated between the
production of milk and the growth
(or maintenance) of the animal’s
body. The pituitary glands of cows
that produce a lot of milk relative
to their body weight presumably
produce more BST than cows with
lower milk production to body
weight ratios. It has been known
for more than 40 years that inject-
ing extract from the pituitary
glands of dairy cattle stimulates
the production of milk in the
injected animal. This source of
BST was, of course, limited and so
expensive that it was not economi-
cally feasible for application in
commercial dairy herds. Times
have changed, however. We have
entered the promising although
frightening to some people) world
of biotechnology in a way notpos-

sible or even imagined just a tew
short years ago. Wc are now able
to produce BST in the laboratory in

quantities and at prices that do
make it economically feasible for
use in commercial dairy herds.
And use it we will—if and when
approved by the FDA-makc no
mistake about it!

More ofthe Same of What? BST
will bring us more in the stream of
technologies and practices of
many and diverse types that have
contributed to increased in milk
production per cow for as long as
man has milked cows. One such
development goes way, way back-
-to the time when people first real-
ized they could store summer-
grown crops and feed them during
the winter. If this didn’t at first
extend the lactation period of the
cow, it at leastkept the cow in bet-
ter body condition, with the ulti-
mate effect of increasing produc-
tion when the cow did freshen.
Another production-increasing
development is artificial insemina-
tion.

BST technology may differ
from mostother innovations in the
magnitude ofits effect and the rate
of its adoption. Some of the ear-
liest estimates of the probable
magnitudeofBST’s effect implied

production increases of up to 40
pciccntpcrcow. More recent esti-
mates are m the 10 to 20 percent
range The earlier estimates were
based on BST applications in high
quality, highly managed and con-
trolled experimental herds. The
latter estimates result from a rea-
listic appraisal of what is likely to
happen in more average commer-
cial dairy herds. But 10 to 20 per-
cent is a big increasewhen one also
considers the time frame within
which BST technology can be
adopted. Many dairy farmers
already have the skills necessary to
administer BST themselves
(whether by injection or implanta-
tion), and it wouldn’t take much to
train the rest. The only important
direct cost ofBST adoption is the
hormone itself, although before
much more milk would be coming
out, more feed would have to be
going in. Even with BST, cows
still won’t be able to make milk
out of just air and water! Not all
dairy farmers will immediately
have all the other skills necessary
to fully exploit the potential of
BST for their herds, however. In
addition to more feed, a different
feed ration is likely to be optimal
for cows receiving BST. There is
some evidence, too, that cows
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coming off a BST lactation are in
poorer body condition than hose
coming off normal lactations. To
be “brought up to speed" for the
next lactation they will therefore
have to be managed differently,
and probably with greater skill,
than they otherwise would have
been.

Long-Term Effects
on the Health

of the Cow
These effects are unknown - we

have had little long term experi-
ence or experiments with BST. By
the time we do know for sure, 1
predict BST will already be in
widespread use throughout much
of the United States (and in other
countries as well). If cows do
“bum out“ sooner or if they do
encounter other unusual health
problems, the industry will adjust
the amount, frequency or inci-
dence ofBST applications to the
level commensurate with therisk it
wishes to assume. BST seems to
be an easily reversible technology
since virtually no capital equip-
ment is required for its
implementation.
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