
Maximising Development and
Profitability of Dairy Heifers

The average time for first calving in the UK is still 29 months, in spite
of the recommendations that 23-24 months is best (more like the
spread shown in the graph). What is behind the reasoning behind
this target and how can we achieve this on farm?  Rose Jackson
went to the recent GLW Feeds calf rearing conference to find out.
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Dr Leal from Nutreco (Netherlands) spoke on metabolic 
programming of the pre-ruminant calf.  He defined this as the
process by which early stressors or stimuli (such as nutrition)
can have a permanent effect on the physiology and 
metabolism of an animal.  A good analogy for this is the
queen bee who is a genetic clone of the generic worker bee
but who has 10 times the feed intake of a worker bee early
on in life which leads to rapid growth and a much longer life
span.  Dr Leal described a study where ad-lib milk feeding
(10-12l rather than 4-5l) of calves led to more than 12% 
difference in body weight at 63 days of age plus a 
significantly greater milk yield response which continued 
into the third lactation. This milk yield was thought to be 
due to a 4-fold increase in mammary gland tissue in the 
ad-lib fed calves.

John Twigge of Trouw Nutrition then described how 
optimum calf and heifer nutrition is essential for optimum 
lifetime production.  We all know that heifers represent a cost
until they start to produce milk; this is typically stated as
around £50 per month.  At what point can we expect them to
cover their costs and break even?  If calving at 28 months,
heifers don’t start to cover their costs until 48 months, i.e.
towards the end of their 2nd lactation.  However, if they calve
down at 24 months, they will break even at 38 months - even
taking the costs of increased nutrition into account.  Twigge
suggests that there is also an increase in lifetime yield of
4650l if calving at 24 months compared to 34 months.

Twigge advocates the 5 ‘Cs’ of calf rearing:

l Colostrum (4l in 6 hours for a 40kg calf i.e. 10% 
of bodyweight)

l Calories (900g of good quality milk replacer in 6l) 
& plenty of fresh water

l Cleanliness (colostrum needs to be refrigerated asap
after collection as the bacterial count will increase to 
6 million/ml within 6 hours)

l Comfort (calves lie down for >19 hours per day in the 
first week of life)

l Consistency  

We should aim for a 0.8kg/day growth rate to wean at 100kg
at 10 weeks (start to tail off milk from 6 weeks) and serve at
400kg at 13-14 months.

How do we usually decide when to first serve our heifers?
Although weighing is more accurate, we often still use 
‘eyeball-o-metrics’ to decide when they’re big enough to
serve!  Prof. Pat Hoffman of the University of Wisconsin
(and who also runs a large heifer rearing unit) suggests that
breeding on age rather than size might be better so that you
don’t get any calving at less than 23 months which can 
negatively impact on calving.  Hoffman also advocates 
making the decision to stop serving at 15 months and sell
these animals on rather than keep feeding them for longer 
- this will help to cut costs later on.  Using a combination of
genomics, calf pneumonia treatment records and number of
services (no more than 4!), Hoffman makes a decision on
which heifers to breed when they are just 12 months of age.

Merry Christmas
from the Scarsdale
Farm Team
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This year has again seen its
fair share of ‘virgin’ births in
cattle.  Rather than divine
intervention, though, I suspect
surreptitious visits from next
door’s bull, lost AI records or
untoward activity amongst
that mixed group of ‘calves’ to
be more likely.  

It’s easy to get caught out by heifer and bull
calves together in a group reaching puberty 
earlier than expected.  Some heifers seem to
reach puberty and become fertile as early as five
months, although the norm is usually ten or so.

Be vigilant - unlike Mary, those heifers of yours
may not be as young or as virgin as you’d like to
think.  If you do suspect they may be in calf, ask
us for advice ASAP.  Mismating injections are
available, and early inductions or even planned
elective caesareans at term are far preferable to
bad calvings in small heifers.  

Immaculate 
conceptions?
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Selective Dry
Cow Therapy

Rose Jackson DVM DBR MRCVS

However, current views on the matter have
changed and prophylactic use of antimicrobials
is no longer seen as a responsible use of 
veterinary medicines as it can promote the
development of multi-drug resistant bacteria.
The aim of dry cow therapy is to cure any 
existing intra-mammary infections at the time of
drying off as well as prevent the development of
further infections. Cows that have low somatic
cell counts (<150) at drying off do not actually
require antibiotic treatment. The sole use of a
teat sealant should be adequate to prevent 
further infections during the dry period if applied
in a surgically clean manner. 

One of our clients, Andrew Gilman from
Tamworth, has used this selective antibiotic
therapy for the past 2 years.  We have noticed
an improvement in the number of clinical 
mastitis cases, but we wanted to see what
effect this had on the number of mastitis tubes
used. Currently, infected cows that have high
SCCs for the 3 recordings before drying off
receive an antibiotic dry cow treatment with 
the aim of curing the existing infections. The
remainder of the herd only receives an Orbeseal
teat sealant with the aim of preventing the
development of new intra-mammary infections.

This approach has proved to be beneficial in 
a number of ways. Firstly, it appears to have 
significantly reduced the incidence of clinical
mastitis. Graph 1 illustrates the reduction in 
the number of clinical cases of mastitis from
2011-2014. The theory behind this reduction is
that uninfected cows that receive antibiotic dry
cow therapy unnecessarily are at a greater risk
of developing clinical mastitis in the next 
lactation. This is due to the fact that the 
antimicrobial therapy not only kills harmful 
bacteria that contribute to the development of
mastitis, but they also kill the natural microflora
found in the teats that help protect the teats
from colonisation by ‘bad’ bacteria. Therefore, 
it is important that only cows with high cell
counts at drying off should be treated.

The total number of lactating and 
dry cow tubes used from 2011-2014
(August - August).

Secondly, the financial benefits of this approach
are clearly evident. Selective antibiotic 
treatment of infected cows at drying off appears
to be the most cost effective means of therapy.
Graph 2 illustrates the reduction in the total
costs of both dry cow and lactating cow therapy
from 2011-2014.

The total cost of lactating and dry
cow therapy from 2011-2014.

This farm is a great example of the benefits
involved in using a selective dry cow therapy
approach.  It is, however, important to remember
that every farm is different and the incidence of
subclinical and clinical mastitis varies greatly.
The pathogens responsible for the mastitis
cases also differ from farm to farm. Therefore, 
it is important that the approach to dry cow
therapy is developed on an individual herd 
basis and continuous monitoring of the herd is
performed to ensure that the herd health plan
currently in place is suitable.

Until recently, the advice to farmers has been to adopt a
blanket dry cow therapy approach, i.e. all cows receive an
antibiotic cow tube plus teat sealant at drying off regardless
of the individual somatic cell counts (SCC). 

Look out for 2015’s Herdsman
Certificate courses, coming up
in February. 
More details, and booking forms, next
month, but to whet your appetite, we’ll
be running the following courses on the
four Wednesdays in February:

l Heifer Rearing from Birth to Weaning
l Medicines
l Nutrition
l Mastitis Prevention

Christmas
Opening Times
Last date for drug orders is Monday 
22nd December. Next delivery after
Christmas will be Monday 29th 
December 2014.

Christmas Eve open 08.30 - Lunchtime

Christmas Day - Closed (for emergencies
please call 01332 294929)

Boxing Day - Closed (for emergencies 
please call 01332 294929)

27th December - 8.30am - 12.30pm

28th December - Closed

29th December - 8.30am - 5.30pm

30th December - 8.30am - 5.30pm

New Years Eve - 8.30am open - we will 
close slightly earlier

New Years Day - Closed (for emergencies
please call 01332 294929)

From Friday 2nd January 2015 - open 
as usual


