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Managing Dairy Calves and Heifers during the Winter Months 

 Attention to dairy calf and heifer management is important for        

maintaining growth rates, minimizing health problems, and optimizing current 

and future profitability of the dairy farm. The presence of pumpkins and frost 

reminds us that the winter months are just ahead, and with most of the crops for 

the livestock now in storage, it’s time to prepare for these upcoming winter 

months. 

Preweaned Dairy Calves 

 Dairy heifers account for about 30% of the feed costs on a dairy farm, 

and the most costly period for raising heifers is during the preweaning period. 

The animal’s susceptibility to disease is greatest during this period, and the cost 

per unit of dry matter (DM) consumed is the highest. As we know, the energy 

requirement for calves housed in unheated facilities increases during the winter 

months due to cold stress (lower critical temperature for newborn calves of 48°

F versus 32°F for older calves), and the cold stress can increase the risk for  

disease. Unfortunately, the death rate sometimes increases in the winter, and/or 

the growth rate plummets unless we provide additional energy to these calves. 

In addition, we need to realize that small breed calves (e.g., Jersey) have about 

a 20% larger surface area per unit of body weight than large breed calves     

(e.g., Holstein). 

 Different feeding strategies for optimizing growth of dairy calves    

during the winter months include: 

 If a milk replacer is being used, it should contain at least 20% fat. 

 The solids content of the liquid from milk replacer can be increased from 

12.5% to 16% (from 17 to 22 oz per gallon). 

 Increase the feedings per day from two to three times while holding the 

amount per feeding the same. 

 Feed more milk per feeding, e.g., increase from 2 to 3 qt two times a day. 

 Use a combination of these strategies so that small breed calves consume at 

least 1.3 lb of DM (milk replacer is approximately 95% DM; whole milk 

13% DM) with 0.3 lb of fat and large breed calves consume 2.0 lb DM (0.5 

lb fat) per day. 

 

 These strategies should be used while also offering a high-quality calf 

starter free choice and plenty of water. Water can certainly be a limiting nutri-

ent during the winter months due to freezing or the calf feeder not offering ade-

quate amounts. 

 Hypothermia is a major risk for neonatal calves, and housing, feeding, 

and hydration are key considerations for minimizing hypothermia. Consider 

these strategies to reduce the chance of hypothermia: 

 Position hutches used for calves in a well-drained area (slope and gravel 

are important), and make sure the prevailing wind is not blowing into the 

front of the hutch. A windbreak upwind from the hutches can help reduce 

the wind chill on calves. 

 Bed hutches with dry, organic bedding, preferably straw, so the calves can 

nestle in the bedding for warmth and reduce heat loss by conduction that 

would occur with inorganic (e.g., sand) bedding. Wet bedding also greatly 

increases conductive heat loss. 

 If calf coats are going to be used, check the inventory and have all of them 

cleaned for use. 

 Keep an ample supply of electrolytes on hand in the event of scours so the 

calves can be kept hydrated. 

Weaning Dairy Calves 

 As in other periods of the year, calves should be slowly weaned (e.g., 

reduce the milk allowance in half and feed once per day for a week) and placed 

into groups of 6 to 8 calves of similar age and size. Minimize other stressors, 

such as vaccinations and dehorning, at this time. 

Housing for Dairy Heifers 

 Housing of dairy heifers during the winter is critical. The housing     

system should allow for adequate air exchange without becoming drafty and yet 

protect the heifers from the extremes of the environmental elements.              

Oftentimes, respiratory problems increase in calves and heifers in the winter 

because the housing allows inadequate or excessive air exchange. Continuously 

monitor the breathing and coughing of the heifers . Accepting as normal that 

only a few heifers are coughing is not justification for avoiding facility        

modifications. If these health problems occurred last winter, facility             

modifications should be occurring now. Heifers housed outdoors need to have 

access to either natural or constructed windbreaks. Water sources need to be 

evaluated now for continuous availability of water and for minimizing a       

slippery surface around the water supply. 

Feeding Programs Postweaning 

 Farmers need to be careful that the long-term advantage of good growth 

rates in preweaned calves is not lost by how the weaned heifers are managed. 

Heifers will usually eat about 2.5% of body weight, so an adequate supply of 

high-quality forages needs to be in storage at this time. If forage supplies are 

limited, rations may need to be altered to stretch the forage supply. 

Overfeeding corn silage can lead to overconditioned heifers, which results in 

increased feed costs and increased risk for metabolic disease and dystocia at 

calving. If diets are fed with a high proportion of corn silage, the amount of the 

diet fed needs to be restricted to control energy intake. 

 Heifers need to average about 1.7 lb/day of growth for large breed 

calves or 1.3 lb/day for small breed calves to reach the desired breeding size at 

13 months of age. The goal is for heifers to calve at 22 to 24 months of age at 

about 90% of their mature weight (1,300 and 900 lb for large and small breeds 

at calving, including the weight of calf). The management of the heifers during 

the winter months will be important in  achieving these goals. 

Evaluate Numbers of Heifers Raised 

 Now is the time to evaluate the number of heifers on the farm. With 

improved management and use of sexed semen, many farms are holding large 

inventories of heifers on the farm, sometimes 125% or greater of the number of 

cows. At a 30% to 35% cull rate, only about 85 heifers per 100 cows should be 

held on the farm. With high feed costs and limited forage in many situations, 

now is the time to sell excess heifers. 

Summary 

 Management and housing strategies need to be in place to reduce the 

maintenance energy requirement of calves during the winter by providing am-

ple clean, dry bedding; windbreaks; and other improvements to the housing to 

lessen the cold stress without going overboard to increase the risk of respiratory 

problems. Feeding of the calves and heifers during winter needs to be changed 

to provide adequate energy for continued growth rates achieved during other 

times of the year. 
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 A new tool 

developed at the        

University of Wisconsin

–Madison could save 

farmers time and money 

during the fall feed-corn 

harvest and make for 

more content, productive 

cows year-round. 

 The innovation 

isn’t a physical farm 

implement, but a 

smartphone app. With 

just a handful of harvest-

ed corn, the app allows 

farmers to gauge — 

without leaving the field 

— the effectiveness of 

their harvesting machin-

ery so that they can 

achieve the highest-

quality cracked corn. 

 The app — named SilageSnap — is now availa-

ble for free download on the Apple App Store and Google 

Play Store. More information is available at   

https://go.wisc.edu/silagesnap. 

 Cracking corn breaks up the tough outer kernel, 

exposing the nutritious starch inside. “Cracked corn 

makes the feed easier to digest, so cows can produce 

more milk,” says Brian Luck, a UW–Madison assistant 

professor of biological systems engineering and extension 

machinery systems specialist, who helped develop the 

app. 

 Excellently cracked corn can boost milk         

production by up to two pounds (or, about a quart) per 

cow per day, according to studies conducted in             

UW–Madison’s Department of Dairy Science. 

 Harvest machinery cracks corn by passing pieces 

of plant material between two grinding roller-wheels. 

Wear and tear on the machine can make it less effective, 

and some fields of corn resist cracking more than others. 

 Farmers can fine-tune their harvests to a certain 

extent by controlling the width of the gap between the 

wheels: Narrower spaces squeeze kernels more strongly, 

but also slow down the equipment — and thus, the har-

vest; wider gaps allow the machines to move faster, but 

risk leaving too many kernels intact. 

 “The problem is, when the harvester goes 

through the field, there’s no way for farmers to tell how 

well they cracked the kernels,” says Luck. 

 Even though farmers can easily recognize whole, 

uncracked corn kernels in their harvest, it’s almost       

impossible for them to tell at a glance what percentage of 

the cracked corn is just right. After the harvest, farmers 

send samples of their corn to commercial labs that dry 

and pass the grain through nine shaking and rotating 

sieves of varying sizes in a large proprietary contraption 

that eventually returns a number for the overall corn    

silage processing score. 

 And that score determines the corn’s value as 

animal feed. 

 If 70 percent of the cracked corn fits through a 

hole the width of a standard drinking straw, then the corn 

receives an excellent score—fit for a dairy cow’s feast. 

Unfortunately for many farmers, the lab results yield 

merely adequate, or even poor, scores, meaning they must 

feed their cows much more grain every day to meet    

nutritional requirements. 

 The SilageSnap app is a convenient and accurate 

in-the-field alternative to after-the-fact processing scores. 

While farmers don’t have access to lab equipment on 

their tractors, most do carry smartphones in their        

pockets—and those small devices pack more than enough 

computational muscle to measure corn kernels. 

 “We wanted to develop a product that would 

help the people of Wisconsin,” says Rebecca Willett, who 

collaborated with Luck on the project while she was an 

associate professor of electrical and computer engineering 

at UW–Madison. She is now a professor of computer 

science and statistics at the University of Chicago. “The 

app is very efficient and fast; you get a response almost 

immediately. Producers can even use it throughout their 

fields to adapt to changing field conditions. Because it 

uses so little power, repeated use does not drain their   

batteries.” 

 To use the app, farmers merely spread out a 

small sample of corn, set down a coin to calibrate for   

pixel size, and snap a photo with their phones. Image-

processing algorithms then calculate kernel-processing 

scores right there in the field, instead of weeks after the 

harvest at an external lab. 

 Based on kernel processing scores and summary 

statistics from the app, farmers can fine-tune their        

machinery on the spot — rather than develop contingency 

plans after the harvest is well over. And initial results 

suggest that the scores returned from the app align very 

closely with official results from commercial corn silage 

processing score evaluations. 

 SilageSnap gives farmers information that frees 

them from the uncertain trade-off between creeping 

through the corn rows slowly to thoroughly pulverize 

every last piece of plant material or speeding up the     

process at the risk of harvesting an entire silo’s worth of 

lower value feed corn. “It all comes down to data,” says 

Luck. “How much data can people gather to assess their 

operations and maximize efficiency?” 

 The project was supported by grants from the 

Midwest Forage Association and the Ira and Ineva Reilly 

Baldwin Wisconsin Idea Endowment at UW–Madison. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Collaborators  Brian Luck (right), a UW–Madison assistant professor  
of biological systems engineering and extension machinery systems 

specialist, and Rebecca Willett, a former UW–Madison associate     

professor of electrical and computer engineering who is now at the 
University of Chicago. Photo: UW-Madison  
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National Farm Safety and Health Week is September 20-26, 2020. Join in the 

daily webinars at  https://www.necasag.org/nationalfarmsafetyandhealthweek/  

 

 

Daily Topics of Focus 

 Monday, September 21, 2020 - Tractor Safety & Rural Roadway Safety 

 Tuesday, September 22, 2020 - Overall Farmer Health 

 Wednesday, September 23, 2020 - Safety & Health for Youth in         

 Agriculture 

 Thursday, September 24, 2020 - Emergency Preparedness in Agriculture 

 Friday, September 25, 2020 - Safety & Health for Women in Agriculture 

https://www.necasag.org/nationalfarmsafetyandhealthweek/

