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“The most desirable cow on a dairy is the cow we don’t know. The cow
that sails through each lactation without a hitch,” noted Matt Sattler with
Diamond V at the Leading Producer Conference. On most dairies, a cow
is deemed “successful” if she can routinely repeat a series of four events:
1. Freshen
2. Bred once
3. Pregnant
4. Dry off
A cow won’t be able to achieve each of these milestones if something
in her environment, management or nutrition is lacking.

What impacts the 4-Event cow?
Environment

Management

Nutrition/feeding

Cow comfort

Dry peiod length

Consistent diets

Bunk space

Time in close-up pen Feed delivery

Heat abatement Minimize pen moves Push-ups
Pathogen load

Grouping strategies

Minimize duration of
negative energy balance

Sattler then posed three questions to the group:
1. How do you manage and monitor these three areas?
2. Do we focus on the results or the process that creates those results?
3. Can we ensure that cows’ experiences today are similar to yesterday?
Create transition success
We have to set cows up to succeed during the transition period and
dry period length has a huge impact on the 4-event cow. Sattler tends
to become concerned when cows have dry periods less than 50 days.
Cows with short dry periods tend to have more health events and lower early lactation milk production. Meanwhile, cows that spent more
time (60 days) in the dry pen had better health and milk production.
Sattler conducted an analysis looking at 5,000-plus dry cow records. Of
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the 2,100 cows with a dry period between 30 and 45 days, 16.7 percent
had a health event during the first 30 DIM. Cows with a longer dry period (46 to 70 days) had half as many health events during the same time
period. These animals also peaked 6 pounds per day higher, and averaged 1,300 pounds more milk than their peers with shorter dry periods.
Time in the close-up pen also impacts health and transition success.
In an analysis of 2,200 cows, over half of the cows that spent less than
two weeks in the close-up pen had an early lactation health event compared to 35 percent of cows that spent two to three weeks in the closeup pen. These cows also peaked 5 pounds higher than peers that were
shortchanged time in close-up pen. “If you’re going to use a two-group
strategy, you can’t short change time in the close-up pen,” said Sattler.
Minimize early lactation weight loss
Dry matter intake in early lactation is critically important to cow
performance and a cornerstone to support the 4-event cow. Cows
that lose body condition in early lactation will have decreased fertility
at first AI. Cows that maintain or gain condition through the first 21
DIM have significantly improved reproduction.“Cows with a higher
BCS at breeding and less change in BCS through transition will be
more reproductively efficient,” noted Sattler.
Consistency is king at the bunk
Feeding consistency from day to day is critical. Start at the beginning
and visually monitor diet prep. Is the mixer full enough to get a good
mix, or is it too full, with feed is falling over the sides?
Cows need access to feed 24 hours a day. They are territorial and rarely
search for feed, even when the area of the bunk where they like to eat is
empty. Camera data has shown that percent refusals are not correlated
to feed availability. Most often, bunks are empty or cows cannot reach
feed from 10 P.M. to 5 A.M. To combat this, most farms need more feed
push-ups. Feed should be pushed every two hours and within an hour
of key feeding events, like milking.

Keep calves warm in cold temperatures
With another polar vortex predicted for February, we must take
every possible measure to keep our calves warm, healthy and
growing. In barns and hutches, straw should be your bedding of
choice to help keep calves warm in frigid temperatures. Michigan
State University Extension recommends using straw bedding
when temperatures drop below 40*F.
Straw is ideal when daytime highs or nighttime lows are below
the thermo-neutral zone for a young calf (less than 50*F). A newborn Holstein calf has to burn energy to keep warm when temperatures drop below 50*F. If there is a draft, wet bedding or an
immune challenge, then the critical temperature is even higher.
Straw provides thermal insulation for the young calf. A calf is
born with only 2 to 4 percent of its body weight as fat, which will
not last long if she is forced to burn fat for heat production. This
can lead to lower growth rates and compromised immune status.
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Straw tends to hold moisture, so it is important to add fresh bedding regularly. Kneel with all of your weight in the calf bedding.
If there is any moisture on your pants, the bedding is too wet.
Straw should be deep enough that the calf can nestle. This traps
warm air around the calf, which will help maintain body heat.
Jackets also help calves retain body heat. A study from North
Dakota State University found that calves housed in hutches
during winter had higher average daily gains when wearing jackets. Gains for jacketed calves averaged 1.15 pounds per day for
the first three weeks of life, while calves without jackets averaged
0.82 pounds per day. When using jackets, ensure that they are
sized correctly and stay dry.
Using deep straw bedding and calf jackets during cold weather
will help young calves stay warm, resulting in improved average
daily gains and immune status.
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