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Getting your dairy heifer              
calves to target weight

CALFCARE PROGRAMME

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 heifer-
rearing 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.

Table 1. Target body weights for dairy heifers.

Mature BW 6 months 15 months Calving

% Mature BW 30% 60% 90%

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
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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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Michelle McGrath, Assistant CellCheck Programme Manager

H opefully you have gotten through the busy spring period safely and are now turning the 
focus to the breeding season. Many of you are aware of the new veterinary medicine 
regulation that will come into effect at the end of January 2022. While antibiotics may still 

be used therapeutically, for example to treat mastitis, it may not be used to prevent infection. This 
will change how farmers can use dry cow antibiotic in particular, as you can no longer use it in cows 
that don’t have any evidence of infection. You might ask how are you supposed to decide if a cow 
needs antibiotics at drying off or not? This is why milk recording is so important, now, more than ever. 
You need to have individual cow information, collected from every cow during their lactation, from at 
least 6 milk recordings. To get the best information from these milk records, the first milk recording 
should be done within 2 months of calving and the last recording within a month of drying off and the 
remainder spread out during the rest of the lactation.  If you haven’t started milk recording yet, it’s 
never too late to start and the gains start straight away! 

As you may know, each month we are profiling farmers who have moved away from blanket dry cow 
therapy to selective dry cow therapy (SDCT) and how they went about it successfully. The aim of this 
is to help farmers prepare for the changes that will come with the new legislation and to try and deal 
with the concerns farmers have around SDCT.

You might ask why are we talking about drying off cows in April, but what you do now will matter 
when it comes to drying off in the Autumn. This month I spoke to Martin Davin from Rathdowney in 
Laois to see what advice he would give to farmers making the switch to SDCT. He has been doing it 
for 5 years now and his confidence in using SDCT is growing every year. He carries out his first milk 
recording in “mid-March, which is essential as this lets me know how successful the dry cow period 
was and if any new infections were picked up during this period. I complete 6 milk recordings in total 
during the year which helps identify any cow with a high cell count and helps me to identify the cows 
that will need antibiotics at drying off. Every clinical case is recorded and sampled during the year and 
these cows will also get an antibiotic at drying off. This also helps build up a profile of the types of 
bacteria in the herd which is important for picking mastitis tubes”. When collecting these samples, he 
uses the same sterile procedure that he uses at drying off to ensure the sample is not contaminated 
and gives accurate results. Cases that don’t respond to treatment are dried off early, and Martin finds 
that they often come back into milk normally the following year.

Why milk recording is                
so important!
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One of the main advantages Martin sees with SDCT is “less stress worrying about antibiotics getting 
into the tank after calving”. Because he limes the cubicles twice a day, singes the hair off cow’s udders 
and clips the tails he has also “seen a positive effect on calf health too as calves are less likely to drink 
from a dirty udder or get milk that has been contaminated with faeces”. He says that “while there is a 
monetary saving from using less antibiotics, I spend most of this on extra lime during the dry period, 
extra gloves and time spent at the drying off process. But this is non-negotiable to ensure the process 
is successful and to ensure dirt isn’t getting infused into the teats during the drying off process. I also 
can’t dry off too many cows at one time, or I won’t be able to do it right.”
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Majella Mc Cafferty
086 0597949 
majella.mccafferty@aurivo.ie
Mayo/Sligo/Donegal
Aurivo

Tom Downes
087 2564669
downest@lakeland.ie
Longford/Monaghan
Lakeland Dairies
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Brendan Dillon
087 2626851
BrDillon@glanbia.ie
Cork/Waterford/
Wexford/Wicklow 
Glanbia

John Murphy
066 7163200 
john.murphy@kerry.ie
Kerry/Clare
Kerry Agribusiness

Tom Starr
087 6697010
tstarr@arrabawn.ie
Tipperary/Limerick
National Co-op

John Fitzpatrick
086 0426567
fitzpatrickj@glanbia.ie
Kilkenny/Laois/Carlow/
Kildare/Dublin 
Glanbia

Andrew O’Neill
086 1836505
aoneill@tipperary-coop.ie
Tipperary
Tipperary Co-Op

Denis Guiry
086 8098639
dguiry@dairygold.ie
Cork/Tipperary/Lim-
erick
Dairygold

Aoife Feeney 
afeeney@carbery.com
087 3484901.
West Cork
Carbery Group
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A Resource and Point of Contact for 
CellCheck Activities in your Area
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Replacement calf grazing 
and Johne’s disease

Johne's Control
AnimalHealthIreland.ie

IRISH JOHNE’S CONTROL PROGRAMME
Animal Health Ireland, 2-5 The Archways, Carrick-on-Shannon, Co. Leitrim, N41 WN27

Lawrence Gavey, Johne’s disease Programme Manager

T he first publication from this project reported on the modelling of spread within herds.  This 
will be followed by modelling of spread between herds. This month, we look at how farmers 
can apply this work to improve control and management of Johne's disease in their herds. 

Protecting calves against exposure to MAP, the bacteria that cause Johne’s disease, is the essence of 
control of Johne’s disease.  How can grazing be managed to support that control? Whether an animal 
becomes infected with MAP is determined by a combination of their susceptibility (or resistance) and 
the amount of MAP to which they are exposed.

New-born calves are very susceptible to infection with MAP, which is why the Johne’s programme 
emphasises the importance of clean calving areas, early removal of calves to clean calf pens, and hygienic 
husbandry, particularly calf feeding. This susceptibility declines during the first 12 months after birth, so 
yearlings and adults are considered moderately, but certainly not totally, resistant to infection. So the 
susceptibility of calves at pasture falls between those of new-born calves and adult cattle.

Pasture can be contaminated with MAP from grazing adult cattle and from slurry.  Modelling done 
in collaboration with the Johne’s programme also recognises that MAP contamination can spread 
to adjacent pastures. MAP will gradually die off on pasture over months, but remnants of MAP can 
certainly survive for at least 12 months in the relatively cool and wet Irish climate.

If Johne’s disease was the sole consideration, herdowners would avoid grazing calves on pasture that 
has been grazed by adult cattle or received slurry in the preceding 12 months.  The longer the interval, 
the less the risk of pasture exposure.

Parasite control, addressing a more immediate animal health concern, provides somewhat 
contradictory advice.  This parasite control advice is to avoid dedicating paddocks only for calves 
where parasite load will multiply, and allow prior grazing of adult cattle to decrease the parasitic load 
of pasture by ingesting larval parasites and, being more resistant, not re-infesting the pasture.  On 
heifer-rearing farms, where prior grazing by adults is not available, alternative parasite management 
protocols must be employed. 

The ‘leader/follower’ system of grazing commonly practised in Ireland addresses both of these 
concerns.  Calves graze the young fresh paddocks of grass first but are moved quickly on, followed 
by older stock, typically yearlings, to graze the remaining grass.  This minimises the risk of exposure 
to parasites and to MAP, especially on fresh paddocks early in the year when the parasites and MAP 
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will have declined over the winter and when the grazing calves are most susceptible.  It also enables 
the yearlings or adults, which are more resistant than the calves to both worms and MAP, to ‘vacuum’ 
the pasture of worm larvae.  Then when the calves are rotated back, they will be exposed to reduced 
parasite load and be more resistant by age to MAP and worms.  

You can enhance this control in several ways.  Rotate through multiple pastures to delay re-grazing 
and allow MAP and larval load to fall again.  Follow the calves only with yearlings rather than the 
adult herd because generally yearlings are too young to shed infective loads of MAP, even if infected.  
Use reseeded fields, or land used for silage in the last season, to provide even greater reductions of 
pasture loads of both MAP and worms.   

Herds registered in the Irish Johne’s Control Programme can also make use of the results of the 
funded herd testing to identify test-positive cows that are contributing the greatest risk of spreading 
Johne’s disease.  The Johne’s programme does not require that these animals are culled immediately, 
but advises that they are removed as soon as practicable.  Early removal of these cows will minimise 
the contamination of fields and surface water that exposes adult cattle, and particularly calves and 
yearlings at pasture, to infection risk.  It also ensures those cows will not be present at the next calving 
to contaminate the calving and calf-rearing areas, bear high-risk calves, or supply colostrum or milk to 
replacements, for even greater control of spread and impacts of Johne’s disease.

In summary, join the IJCP, and avoid or delay as much as possible grazing calves on land grazed by 
adults. For more information, see the Animal Health Ireland website. 

https://animalhealthireland.ie/resources/?q=&resource_type%5B%5D=documents&prog%5B%5D=johnes-disease
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