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Getting your dairy heifer
calves to target weight
Michelle McGrath, CalfCare Technical Working Group Rapporteur

T

he heifer of today will be the cow of tomorrow
but the considerable time lag between birth and
first calving makes it difficult for some dairy farmers to
recognize the impact of their rearing and replacement
strategies at both a cow and farm level. An efficient
heifer-rearing system is crucial as it determines the future
income and sustainability of a dairy enterprise. Following
feeding costs, heifer rearing is the second largest expense
in the dairy system, accounting for 20% of total costs.
Calving replacement dairy heifers at 24 months of age is a
necessity in order to obtain maximum lifetime productivity,
particularly in seasonal calving pasture-based systems like
those that predominate in Ireland.

An efficient heiferrearing system
is crucial as it
determines the
future income and
sustainability of a
dairy enterprise.
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This article highlights how good rearing practices in dairy heifers and reaching target bodyweights
throughout the various growth stages determine how profitable your farm will be. Research has shown
that maiden heifers which achieve their target body weight by the start of the breeding season will
have higher levels of production during at least their first three lactations.
Target weights are calculated using a proportion of the mature weight of the lactating herd (see Table
1). The end of May/early June is an ideal time to weigh the fully grown (3rd lactation +) cows in the
herd. These should be the cows that have been reared to achieve their potential weight and which
represent the future size of the herd. Once the mature weight of the herd has been established target
weights can be calculated for heifers.

Mature BW

6 months

15 months

Calving

30%

60%

90%

% Mature BW
Holstein Friesian (HF)

580

175

350

525

NZ or Br Friesian

550

165

330

495

Norwegian Red x HF

580

175

350

525

Jersey x HF

500

150

300

450

Jersey

400

120

240

360

Table 1. Target body weights for dairy heifers.
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Calf nutrition in the pre-weaning period needs to be a careful balance of achieving adequate growth
rates while balancing milk intake with rumen development to get the calf weaned successfully. The
development of the rumen is important to ensure a smooth transition from milk feeding to an adult
diet at weaning without setbacks in growth rates or digestive upsets. Under-feeding dairy calves,
using restricted feeding regimes will result in the calf failing to reach its potential growth target at key
times during its life e.g. 6 months of age, while very high milk feeding or ad-lib feeding can reduce
concentrate intake, which could delay rumen development and thus weaning. Feeding milk or good
quality milk replacer at a rate of 13 to 15% of the calf’s birth weight per day is considered optimal
to ensure the correct balance of both milk and concentrate intake. EU law states that young calves
need two milk feeds per day until their digestive systems have developed properly at 4 weeks of age.
Healthy calves may be fed milk once a day from 4 weeks onwards and these calves will increase their
intake of concentrates to make up for the lack of milk. The time of weaning is somewhat dependent
on the feeding regime. Calves can be weaned once they are eating 1 kg of concentrates per day for 3
or more consecutive days, which is usually from about 8 to 10 weeks of age, but if starter concentrates
are limited or if larger volumes of liquid feed are given, this can be delayed.
To reduce stress and reduce the potential for a growth check at weaning, weaning should be done
gradually. This is achieved by reducing the volume of milk the calves are fed over a 10-day period for
example. If calves are being fed manually more than once a day, the first move is to change to once a
day feeding. This is best to do approximately 1 month prior to weaning to allow calves time to adjust
to the new regime and further develop their rumen prior to reducing the total amount of liquid
given. With automatic feeding systems calves tend to be fed larger volumes of liquid feed. Therefore,
weaning should be as gradual as possible over the period of approximately 4 weeks. In automatic calf
feeding systems the volume reduction is calculated by the computer programme on the feeder using
a milk feeding curve and adjusted accordingly.
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The aim when rearing replacement dairy heifers, is to ensure there is minimal difference between the
lightest and the heaviest heifers in the group. Average weight figures are not very informative as they
hide the range in weights within the herd. Ideally calves should be weighed regularly to monitor weight
gains. If we do not measure, we can’t monitor their performance and intervene if required. Growth
setbacks can occur at certain stressful stages, such as de-horning or weaning, so it is important to
manage these events well and keep stress to a minimum. Stressful events should not occur together,
disbudding or group changes for example should not occur at weaning. Smaller calves should be given
preferential treatment (e.g. higher quality grass, concentrate etc.) throughout the summer months
of their first grazing season. Monitoring growth rates may seem like a tedious job, but it is worth it in
the long run. There are several different targets to aim for to achieve the ideal age of first calving of
24 months. These targets include:
•

30% of their adult body weight by 6 months of age.

•

60% of their adult body weight at bulling (15 months).

•

90% of adult body weight when they first calve at 24
months.

Recent Irish data (Hayes et al, 2021) suggests that
increasing average daily gain (ADG) in the pre-breeding
period up to about 800g/day is beneficial to first lactation
milk yield. Replacement heifers need to achieve these
target growth rates to ensure that they reach puberty,
cycle normally, conceive at the desired age of 15 months,
sustain the pregnancy to term, and calve normally at 24
months of age to commence their first lactation.
For more information, see the AHI leaflet on Early nutrition
and weaning the dairy calf.
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