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THE 16th annual Dairy Calf & Heifer 
Assn. (DCHA) program was held on 
March 20-21 in Visalia, Cal.

At the meeting, a panel presented and 
discussed the DCHA Gold Standards 
III, which address animal welfare areas 
related to veterinarian involvement, 
colostrum management, housing, 
nutrition, handling, transportation, 
vaccination, drug therapy, parasite 
control, elective medical procedures and 
supportive care and euthanasia. 

All of the DCHA standards can 
be reviewed at www.calfandheifer.
org/?page=GoldStandards.

The format of this year’s DCHA program 
provided simultaneous presentations on 
several topics. 

Some subject areas addressed 
were legal guest workers, euthanasia 
techniques for calves and heifers, 
stockmanship and low-stress cattle 
handling, feed center design, leading 
fellow workers, proper injection-site 
procedures, diagnosis and treatment of 
common diseases, managing lameness 
in calves and heifers, calf necropsy, 
conventional versus intensive economic 
calf programs and synchronizing 
programs for heifers. 

Feeding byproducts
The following is a synopsis of Dr. Robert 
Corbett’s presentation on feeding 
byproducts. 

As background, he described 
components of the situation for 
traditional heifer feeding programs, 
saying heifer nutrition has not been a 
priority on the farm; in many cases, the 
nutritionist is not asked to formulate 
rations for the heifers; heifer programs 
are considered a two-year cost with no 
return, and it is common to use the feed 
that is not fi t for the lactating cows. That 
captures a lot of the sins traditionally 

microbes, and those microbes need both 
energy and a protein source.

Younger heifers require RDP in order 
to supply rumen microbes with the 
necessary protein to grow. If high levels 
of RUP are fed, the effi ciency of rumen 
fermentation is decreased, rumen 
development and forage digestion are 
inhibited and feed effi ciency and growth 
rates are reduced, leading to higher 
ration costs because the conversion rate 
of feed into bodyweight is lower. 

For example, corn distillers grains have 
a high percentage of bypass protein, high 
variability among loads, mostly unknown 
protein availability (it depends on how 
hot the product got during the distillation 
process), a high unsaturated fat content 
(which suppresses rumen fermentation) 
and may have concentrated mycotoxin 
levels.

Feed effi ciency is rarely considered 
when feeding heifers. It depends on well-
balanced rations that contain suffi cient 
amounts of starch and balanced protein 
fractions. Higher-quality forages are more 
digestible, and this is just as important 
for lactating cows. Higher protein, well-
balanced rations allow for more effi cient 
feed conversion, thus reducing ration 
costs and improving growth rates.

Byproducts are often purchased based 
on price only and not on the value of 
the nutrient content. The nutrients 
present may not meet the requirements 
for optimum rumen function. The cost 
per pound of feed or per ton of total 
mixed ration is often considered above 
feed effi ciency and meeting growth 
requirements. Byproducts are often 
highly variable from one load to another. 
Rumen microbes require time to shift 
in populations when new feeds are 
introduced.

Improved growth rates can lower 
the cost per pound of gain when feed 
effi ciency is improved, immune system 
function is improved, cull rates are 
reduced, breeding size is reached earlier 
and heifers enter the lactating herd 
earlier, become productive and produce 
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Example byproduct cost values
Byproduct $/ton Protein, % Protein, cents/lb.
Corn dried distillers grains 260 30.0 43.0
Canola meal 319 41.5 38.4
Soybean meal 402 55.0 36.5

*Dr. Al Kertz is a board-certified, dairy field 
technical service and research consultant 
with Milk Specialties Global Animal Nutri-
tion based out of St. Louis, Mo. To expedite 
answers to questions concerning this article, 
please direct inquiries to Feedstuffs, Bottom 
Line of Nutrition, 5810 W. 78th St., Suite 
200, Bloomington, Minn. 55439, or email 
comments@feedstuffs.com.

Presentation at DCHA
addresses heifer feeding

committed on dairy operations. 
Similarly, for feed quality components, 

in the past, it was often thought that 
regardless of feed quality, the heifer 
would do just fi ne; poor-quality forages 
were often sought for heifers because 
of their lower price; heifers received 
very little concentrate in comparison 
to forages, and the goal was to raise the 
heifer for the least cost.

Custom heifer-raising agreements early 
on were patterned after those of beef 
custom raisers, which were based on 
yardage fees and or/daily feed costs, and 
the greatest economic benefi t was gained 
by being able to feed the heifers at the 
lowest possible cost, similar to what was 
being done on the dairy. 

Concentrates for heifers followed 
the same approach: When purchasing 
concentrates, cost per ton was 
considered over the value of the 
individual nutrient (cost per pound of 
available protein); if the cost per ton 
was lower, then the cost of the total 
mixed ration would be lower. The type of 
protein (degradable versus bypass) was 
not considered important. 

An example is shown in the Table. 
However, this method does not 
differentiate among the various types of 
protein, e.g., non-protein nitrogen, soluble 
protein, rumen degradable protein (RDP), 
rumen undegradable protein (RUP), or 
take into consideration that the heifer 
has requirements for each type of protein 
that must be formulated into the ration. 

These protein requirements change. 
The young heifer has a poorly developed 
rumen. Butyric acid (a volatile fatty 
acid) is required for rumen development 
and is produced by fermentation of 
carbohydrates in the rumen by rumen 
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more milk during the fi rst lactation.
Nutrition and management practices 

to maximize effi ciency of growth include 
grouping heifers according to size, 
supplying protein fractions in the proper 
balance to optimize rumen function, 
maintaining protein-to-energy ratios in 
a manner to maximize growth without 
excess fat deposition and monitoring 
weight and height on a consistent basis. 

Low-protein diets are the most common 
problem interfering with growth rates 
and disease incidence. This results in 
heifers being smaller, having poorer 
body condition, being “paunchy” with 
distended abdomens full of poor-quality 
forages and having heads that often 
appear larger than expected.

Calf raisers may want to utilize lactating 
ration and push-out for heifers and 
check blood urea nitrogen levels (which 
should be 11-15 mg/dL at two hours post-
feeding).

Breeding should be initiated when 
wither height is 51 in., and the common 
range is 48-52 in. Approximately 28% 
of heifers reach breeding height by 10 
months, 60% by 11 months and the rest 
by 12 months. Delayed breeders should 
be culled. Evaluate heifers at 400 lb. for 

possible culls. 
Delayed breeding by waiting too long 

to initiate breeding often results in over-
conditioned heifers. Older heifers tend to 
gain excessive body condition, and this 
results in more calving diffi culties and 
metabolic disease.

Larger dairies should separate 
close-up heifers from older cows. This 
decreases competition at the feed bunk 
and increases dry matter intake prior to 
calving. Provide adequate bunk space. 
Adjust rations according to the number 
of animals on a daily basis, especially if 
using anionic salts. Provide more space in 
open maternity areas to decrease deads 
on arrival. 

In summary, it is just as important to 
feed the growing heifer a balanced ration 
as the lactating cow. Improving feed 
conversion to growth will result in lower-
cost rations and improved growth rates. 
It is important to provide high-quality 
protein sources to meet the requirements 
of the various protein fractions. 

Byproducts should be purchased based 
on the type and cost of the nutrient, not 
cost per ton. They need to be consistent 
from one load to another, must contribute 
quality nutrients to a well-balanced 

ration and need a nutrient analysis from 
reputable laboratories.

In conclusion, in some areas, 
byproducts may be available at a price at 
which they can be effectively utilized in 
a well-balanced ration. The ultimate goal 
is to produce a healthy, productive heifer 
that is allowed to grow according to its 
genetic potential and is not limited in 
development by poor-quality feeds and/
or the lack of a balanced ration.

The Bottom Line
Feeding and managing dairy calves and 
heifers has many facets. One example 
addressed at the annual DCHA program 
was overcoming traditional limitations in 
heifer feeding and management by paying 
specifi c attention to feeding byproducts.
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