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■ Dr. Al Kertz is an board-certified, in-
dependent dairy nutrition consultant
based out of St. Louis, Mo. His area of
specialty is dairy calf and heifer nutrition
and management. To expedite answers to
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Practical information available from
calf, heifer conference

Estrus characteristics and conception rates for Holstein and Jersey heifers
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Estrus Conception
periods ----Standing events---- ------Estrus duration------ rate

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

n n Range hour Range %
Holstein 400 16.9 ± 0.6a 1-64 10.8 ± 0.3 0.05-42.1 66 ± 1.1
Jersey 185 27.4 ± 0.9 2-111 12.7 ± 0.5 0.41-34.5 59 ± 0.9
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

aLeast square means ± standard error.

The Professional Dairy Heifer Growers
Assn. (PDHGA) was formed in 1996 and
held its eighth National Calf & Heifer
Conference March 31-April 3 in
Roanoke, Va. PDHGA has rotated its con-
ferences around the country to reach dif-
ferent geographical areas and has some
regional conferences as well. The pro-
gram has a mix of speakers on various
topics but is oriented toward take-home
information — largely captured in a pro-
ceedings — for attendees and members.

As in most conferences, personal in-
teraction at various levels is a benefit
of attendance and participation. There
are also a number of exhibitors and con-
ference sponsors at several financial
levels. This is the context in which the
conference is held.

Following is a synopsis of some key
points from 2004 presentations.

Transportation stress
Van Amburgh (2004) cited the Dutch

study of Arieli et al. (1995) as the basis
for commenting that transportation
stress can require an additional 0.25 lb.
dry matter intake (DMI) to compensate
for this increased stress. This prompted
a further look at that report.

In the Arieli et al. study, six-day-old
Holstein-Friesian male calves averaging
97 lb. bodyweight had been obtained
from commercial dairy farms. The aver-
age distance traveled to the experimen-
tal site was 20 km with an average trip
duration of 30 minutes. Thermal demand
and energy partitioning was measured
during each of the first two weeks.

Findings were that these young,
newly purchased calves, which had
been exposed to changes in housing
system, dietary amount and climatic

conditions, were not in a steady state
of energy metabolism. Both nutrient
availability and heat production
changed during the first two weeks af-
ter arrival. Interestingly, during week
1, nitrogen digestibility, energy di-
gestibility and energy metabolizabil-
ity were lower than during week 2.

Also during week 1, initial immuno-
globulin G (IgG) concentration in serum
was positively correlated with
digestibilities of nitrogen and energy, but
hemoglobin concentration was nega-
tively correlated with heat production.

Now, imagine what additional stress
is created when calves are transported
much greater distances and longer times
than in this study.

Mature size
Van Amburgh (2004) also posi-

tioned target growth in terms of ma-
ture bodyweight of heifers. As an ex-
ample, he said if two heifers both
weigh 450 lb., the heifer that will reach
mature bodyweight at 1,350 lb. is
33.3% of its mature weight, whereas
the heifer that will reach a mature
bodyweight of 1,650 lb. is only 26.7%
of its mature size.

Hence, if two groups of these heifers
are fed the same protein and energy-bal-
anced diet to gain 1.8 lb. per day, the
phenotypically larger heifers will con-
tain less body fat at the same bodyweight.
Target bodyweights proposed were: 85%
of mature bodyweight at first calving,
92% of mature bodyweight at second
calving and 96% of mature bodyweight
at third calving.

Using the only published database for
Holstein cattle of which I am aware

(Kertz et al., 1997), the corresponding
values for pre-calving bodyweights
were: 80% at first calving (n = 281),
89% at second calving (n = 202) and
96% at third calving (n = 113). These
comparisons used fifth and sixth parity
bodyweights (n = 63) for mature
bodyweight. If the fourth parity (n =
61) was used for mature bodyweight,
these percentages were one to two per-
centage units greater.

A confounding factor could be that
smaller cows were culled in the first sev-
eral lactations, resulting in only larger
cows surviving until fourth or greater
parities.

Calf care
Leadley (2004) segmented issues re-

lated to calf health into three catego-
ries: dry cow management, newborn
health at calving and newborn calf
care.

For dry cow management, a 16-
point checklist was illustrated, with
each point scored from 1 = never, 2 =
seldom, 3 = often, 4 = usually and 5
= almost always. These issues cov-
ered the gamut from housing space
per cow to a whole herd vaccination
program.

Newborn calf care was segmented into
pre-fresh cow care, calving management
and care for the newborn calf, with each
of these segments having key points to
observe along with action needed.

Breeding
Nebel et al. (2004) addressed some key

aspects of breeding as it relates to growth
and development programs for heifers:

• Heifers must be inseminated at 14
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months of age if the goal is to calve
heifers at 24 months of age. This means
heifers should be at puberty by 12
months of age — a function of breed,
age and bodyweight.

• Estrus characteristics and conception
rates for Holstein and Jersey heifers were
developed from heifers continuously
monitored by the HeatWatch system
over the period of time from 1995 to
2002 and are shown in the Table.

For comparison, standing events were
6.9 ± 0.4 for Holstein cows, which was
about 30% less active than Jersey cows
(P < 0.05). Duration of estrus was 7.4 ±
0.2 hours for Holstein cows and 8.9 ±
0.3 hours for Jersey cows. These results
indicate that heifers were much more
active than cows during estrus and that
Jersey heifers were the most active.
Thus, it should be easier to observe heif-
ers in estrus compared to milking cows.

Having heifers calve at 24 months of
age is a result not only of the feeding
and nutrition program but also of the
reproduction management program.
Both need to be in sync if the desired
results are to be achieved.

Shade
Some calf and heifer growers as well

as dairy producers contributed manage-
ment tips to the program. A particularly
striking tip was the value of using shade
over polydome calf hutches (Daniels,
2004). The tip was contributed from The
W-R-L Daniels farm in Michigan, a sec-
ond-generation, 240-cow dairy.

Polydome hutches were in full sun.
Shade cloth (80% shade) was installed
over the domes in 2001. Treated 4 x 6 in.
posts were used to raise the cloth 10 ft.
above the ground.  Shade cloth  ends were
braced with guide ropes and tent stakes.

For the summer day on which the
shade cloth was installed, ambient tem-
perature was 90°F, but the temperature
inside the dome was 120°F. Fifteen min-
utes after the shade cloth installation
was complete, the inside dome tempera-
ture had dropped 25°F.

Before the shade cloth was installed,
Daniels said an average of four calves
were lost during a summer. In the
three years since the shade cloth in-
stallation, a total of two calves have
been lost.

The Bottom Line
The annual National Calf & Heifer

Conference provides another venue for
practical information presentation and
exchange. Target growth rates and ma-
ture bodyweight, reproductive manage-
ment and summer shade use were se-
lected components of value from the
2004 conference.
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