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Are you
Hoarding
Heifers?
It’s time for a mindset shift. For generations, we’ve been taught that we
have to raise every heifer calf that is born. But, as margins tighten, we need
to start asking if every heifer has earned her spot in the herd.
It is expensive to raise a heifer from birth to freshening. That should
come as no surprise. The cost to raise replacements on a dairy is the third
largest cost center, following behind feed and labor.
According to Matt Akins, with the University of Wisconsin Extension,
the average cost to raise a heifer ranges from $1,800 to $2,200. The majority of this cost (54%) is consumed as feed. The remaining 46% includes
labor, variable costs (vet, vaccinations and so forth) and fixed costs, such
as equipment and facilities.
With that kind of price tag, raising extra replacements is an expense
most can’t afford. Reducing inventory is the biggest opportunity for a farm
to decrease its investment in its heifer program. Beyond that, improving
reproduction and reducing the age at first calving will impact on how
many days heifers are on feed. To calve heifers in earlier, though, they
must be well grown and have sufficient size at breeding.
Finally, evaluating feed costs and reducing treatments rates will also
impact a farm’s investment in their heifer program.
How many heifers do you need?
The number of heifers a dairy needs depends on four factors:
1. Cow herd size. This includes both milking and dry cows.
2. Cow culling rate. The more cows a farm culls, the more replacements they will need to support the future milking herd.
3. Age at first calving. The older animals are when they calve for the
first time, the more replacements a dairy will need (see chart).
4. Calf/heifer cull rate. Disease, sub-par performance and poor
reproduction in the heifer population will increase the number of
heifers a dairy needs to raise.
Nationally, 7 to 8 percent of the heifers that are born won’t make it to
the milking herd. Dairies that have a high cull or non-completion rate,
need to ask themselves two questions:
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•

Are the heifers that do make it into the milking herd going to be
quality animals?
• What is the cost of the heifers that don’t make it? On average, 4%
of the total costs to raise heifers are tied to those that didn’t finish
the system.
Develop a plan
After you determine how many heifers your dairy needs, you need to
develop a culling strategy. Here, timing matters.
The milk-fed stage is the most costly time in a heifers’ life cycle. If
calves are culled early on, fewer costs are incurred and we save the investment of raising them another 18 to 22 months when they’re springers.
Avoid putting money into heifers you won’t see a return on.
If heifers are culled later in life, there is a less risk of not having enough
replacements, but rearing costs are much higher.
Whenever possible, culling decisions should be based on accurate, reliable data, including genomics or pedigree data, growth or average daily
gain numbers and disease incidence.
From a disease standpoint, calves that were treated for scours recover
reasonably well. Calves treated for pneumonia don’t fare as well. These

calves often don’t regain full function of their lung tissue, and multiple
studies have shown that these calves have impaired future performance.
Along with this, antibiotic treatments have been shown to cost anywhere
from 600 to 1,080 pounds of milk in the first lactation.
Growth is also a key indicator of calves performance potential. Every
pound of average daily gain pre-weaning translates to 800 to 1,500
pounds of milk in the first lactation. If calves are going to be culled
based on growth, they should have individual weights at two to four time
points, including birth, weaning, 4 to 6 months and pre-breeding.
A successful replacement program has four components:
Healthy, high-quality calves
Productive heifers that grow well and calve between 22 and 24
months of age
3. Controlled costs without impairing 1st lactation performance
4. A return on investment when animals enter the milking herd
Are you achieving these goals or are you hoarding heifers? Your nutritionist
has a calculator that can help you right-size your heifer inventory.
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