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Heifers
Thriving or Surviving

The very high cost of replacement heifers, either reared or bought in, does not allow for
“practice lactations”, they must perform immediately. The most limiting factor in first
lactation heifers is simply size. Holstein heifers under 600 kgs live weight at calving will not
perform in either milk production or reproduction.

Our heifer’s productive life potential begins about eight weeks before being born. The dam’s
Body Condition Score at dry-off and subsequent stable weight during the dry spell, then the
effectiveness of her lead feeding/transition program have dramatic effects on the new born
calf for whole of life. Ease of calving and the lack of dystocia is heavily influence by lead
feeding.

Colostrum quality, determined by protein content of the lead feed, then, administration of 4
litres in the first twelve hours of life has immediate impact on survival initially, but more
important, on longevity of the heifer’s productive life. A subject | wrote on in detail last
autumn.

Two years of sound nutrition producing a steady weight gain of around 0.9kgs/day will have
our heifer calving at 600 kgs, and well able to compete with mature cows socially and
obviously for feed. Achieving this weight gain over twenty four months requires feed
management changes according to seasons. | really believe putting heifers out on agistment
is a thing of the past. The current economic climate in which we are operating, high milk
price/high cost, is too high risk for ‘hope management’. If heifers cannot be reared at home
or close enough for daily feed management, contract heifer rearing should be considered.

| encourage all my clients to feed one kg of grain per heifer while pasture is not limited, then
two kgs over summer to further supplement energy for growth while silage or hay is the
main forage source. A grain mix designed for optimum health and productivity for the
milking herd will serve admirably to produce excellent growth and mineral nutrition to our
growing heifer. In fact, | recommend the dairy mix used by my clients be offered to calves
from the day of birth to first calving.



Canola meal in the dairy mix will supply a good level of by-pass protein, stimulating both
muscle growth and appetite. Minerals, macro and trace are just as necessary for growth as
production. Rumen modifiers like Rumensin and Tylan equally will assist good rumen
function and feed conversion efficiency in heifers as they do in milkers.

The difference between a 450 kg and 600 kg live weight Holstein heifer can usually be
equated to two summers of no growth (75 kgs x 2) due to inadequate energy intake. Often a
summer ration of adlib hay will barely meet energy for maintenance leaving nothing for
growth.

Failing to avoid acidosis on unlimited spring pasture is regularly a cause of lameness in
autumn/winter calving heifers. Poor formation of keratin due to acidosis in the spring
preceding first calving will leave the heifer with a poor quality sole (6 to 9 months later),
easily punctured by stones in the laneway or dairy yard. Limit pasture during spring, force
feed hay daily and 1 kg of grain with rumen pH management additives included (Rumensin
& Tylan) to avoid pasture induced acidosis. Lameness wrecks absolute havoc with milk
production, reproduction and general heifer health. Lame cows are 24 percent less likely to
become pregnant and cull rates 45 to 70 percent higher according to research from Cornell
University (USA).

It is essential to include heifers in the lead feeding group. They suffer the same metabolic
diseases as mature cows, but mostly in subclinical status — the most costly! Heifers are also
far more prone to udder edema which is caused by high DCAD rations (potassium). Pre-
calving milking will also save considerable damage to udders with no ill effect on the heifer.
Obviously this renders her colostrum at calving unsuitable for immunity transfer to calves.
Socialisation with herd cows prepares them for post lactation competitiveness.

High pasture nitrates were already a problem for fresh cows in May, and seem to affect
heifers worse than mature cows, due | think, to often being compounded by transition
induced acidosis. When feed is short, it is always the heifers who suffer most, and often are
very low in fibre due to a forage to grain imbalance from being less competitive; another
acidosis driver.

As feed and fertilizer costs continue to rise, we need to give very careful thought to just
what we are doing when assessing business decisions on purchase cost alone. Cost does not
indicate profit; all costs must be reviewed in the light of their capacity to produce profit,
both short term and long term. The heifer that cost us the least to grow out will probably
cost us the most post calving.
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