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 It is time to change to winter bed-

ding and bring out the calf jackets to 

provide calves extra warmth from low 

temperatures. 

 If you normally use shavings as 

calf      bedding during summer, it is 

now time to switch to straw bedding 

to help keep calves warm. Michigan 

State University Extension recom-

mends using straw bedding when       

temperatures are 40 degrees Fahren-

heit or    below. Straw bedding is ideal 

when daytime highs or night time 

lows are below the thermo-neutral 

zone for a young calf. A newborn    

Holstein calf has to burn energy to 

keep herself warm when temperatures 

are below 50 F. If there is draft, wet 

bedding, or an immune system chal-

lenge, then the critical temperature is 

higher. 

 A calf is born with only 2-4 per-

cent of body weight as fat, which will 

not last long if she is forced to burn fat 

for heat production. Burning body fat 

for heat can lead to lower growth 

rates, compromised immune status, 

and even death. The need for straw 

bedding at this time of the year to pro-

vide warmth for young calves is true 

both in barns and in hutches. Unless 

the calf barn has supplemental heat, it 

should be well ventilated, but without 

drafts on the calf, and within 5 degrees 

of outside temperatures, necessitating 

the use of straw bedding and calf   

jackets. 

 Straw is the best choice of bed-

ding to provide thermal insulation for 

the young calf. Straw tends to hold 

moisture, so it is important to add 

fresh bedding regularly. Moisture      

exceeding 20 percent is too high. If 

you kneel with all your weight in the 

calf bedding, any moisture on your 

pants indicates the bedding is too wet. 

Straw should be bedded deep enough 

that the calf can nestle in. This traps 

warm air around the calf, which will 

help maintain body heat. For winter 

months, the straw should be deep 

enough that when the calf is lying 

down its legs are generally not visible. 

 Calf jackets are another way to 

protect calves from losing excess body 

heat. A field trial from North Dakota 

State University found that calves 

housed in hutches during winter had 

higher average daily gains when wear-

ing calf 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 calf jack-

ets,     ensure that they are sized cor-

rectly and stay dry. 

 The use of deep straw bedding 

and calf jackets during low tempera-

tures will help young calves stay 

warm resulting in improved average 

daily gains and immune status. 

 
 

This article was published by        

Michigan State University Extension.  

Calf Bedding Materials for Fall and Winter 

Are You Keeping A Close Eye To Your Transition Cows? 
 The transition period for dairy cows is char-

acterized by a number of metabolic changes 

and management practices that impact health 

and productivity. Monitoring strategies mini-

mize negative effects. 

 In dairy cattle the transition period is character-

ized by a number of metabolic changes and man-

agement practices that can have an impact in the 

health and productivity of the cows. Therefore, 

strategies and monitoring programs that can       

minimize the negative effects of these events in the 

herd should be implemented. 

 Generally, the transition period starts three 

weeks prior to the due date and extends three weeks 

after calving. Animals are moved to a new pen in 

preparation for the new lactation where they have to 

adjust to a new ration, social group, and facilities. 

After calving, some animals will present some form 

of metabolic disorder or infection. Transition cows 

will experience insulin resistance, low feed intake, 

negative energy balance, lipolysis, weight loss, and 

reduced immune function during early lactation. 

 Bacterial contamination in the uterus, in addi-

tion to a number of hormonal changes, can result in 

retained placenta and metritis. All these events will 

have effects on the future performance of the cows 

and their productivity. 

Monitoring Programs 

 Sometimes health issues will go unnoticed as 

animals will not show clinical symptoms.         

However, subclinical cases will affect productivity 

and in the long run, they might even have a signifi-

cant impact in other factors such as reproduction 

performance and culling rate. For instance, studies 

indicate that cows diagnosed with subclinical      

ketosis in the first two weeks of lactation were 20% 

less likely to get pregnant in the first insemination 

(Walsh et al., 2007). 

 Considering all the factors that affect the devel-

opment of the cows, producers should have a good 

health monitoring program that aims to prevent 

health problems at the herd level and identify cows 

at high risk for diseases at the individual level. 

 Numerous screening programs have been pro-

posed with different benefits and advantages. How-

ever, producers should adjust to resources available 

in their farms and create an effective program tai-

lored to their conditions and circumstances. Lack of 

technology or time should not be an excuse to have 

a poor health monitoring program. 

Health records 

 Accurate records of all the health events are a 

good starting point. They will offer a retrospective 

picture and determine if disease incidence rates are 

exceeding normal standards. 

 Incidence of clinical diseases such as retained 

placenta, milk fever, dystocia, metritis, ketosis, and 

displaced abomasum should be available and be 

reliable. It is important to be clear and consistent 

with the records. This will help to give a better    

diagnostic tool, plan an effective treatment, and 

evaluate the success of the current management. 

Furthermore, records should be able to provide inci-

dence of a condition and not be confused by treat-

ment rate. For instance, if there is a case of retained 

placenta that was not treated, this one should be 

recorded. On the other hand, if there is a case of 

metritis and it is treated for 5 days, it should be rec-

orded as only 1 occurrence and not as 5 treatment 

events. 

 Although clinical cases are important and need 

to be addressed, they are only showing a fragment 

of the real situation on a farm. Subclinical ketosis, 

for instance, can affect up to 40% of the cows in 

early lactation (Duffield et al., 1998), and yet be 

unnoticed in many cases. That’s why other monitor-

ing practices are needed in addition to good rec-

ords. 

Dry matter intake 

 Adequate consumption of feed during the 

prepartum and postpartum periods can have a sig-

nificant effect in the cows. Measuring the intake is 

an effective tool to prevent health issues. Animals 

should be encouraged to eat as much as possible 

during the post-partum period to avoid negative 

energy balance, but intake should be controlled dur-

ing the far-off period to avoid over conditioned 

cows. Research has shown that cows that were 

overfed during the far-off period had higher con-

centrations in blood of BHB (β-hydroxybutyrate) 

and NEFA (non-esterified fatty acids) that are cor-

related with higher incidence of ketosis (Dann et 

al., 2006). 

 Although feed intake data is a great evaluation 

tool, in many cases it might be difficult to collect 

due to the nature of the facilities (free stalls vs tie 

stalls). However, an estimate will offer a good as-

sessment. Competition for feed can be tough,     

especially in overcrowded free stall pens; therefore, 

having enough feed for all the cows will help to 

enable sufficient intake. If refusals are less than 2% 

that might be an indication that not all the cows in 

the group had access to enough feed. 

Milk yield 

 After parturition, milk yield should steadily in-

crease. Keeping track of this information can be 

used to monitor health status. Generally, if cows are 

experiencing any kind of health issues, milk yield 

will be affected. When evaluating milk      produc-

tion, it is important to remember that other    factors 

(animal handling, feed, weather, etc.),     besides 

health, can influence its outcome. 

 Currently, a number of automatic milking     

systems that can report individual milk production 

are available. Additionally, other animal monitoring 

systems have been demonstrated to be an excellent 

complement of milking systems to identify sick 

cows early. The goal is to daily monitor the milk 

production, at least for the first 2 weeks of lacta-

tion. 

Body condition 

 Scoring body condition will give an estimate of 

how much body fat the cows are accumulating. 

This information is also a reliable source to deter-

mine nutrition and metabolic status in the herd. 

Studies have shown that body condition score is 

associated with health and reproductive perfor-

mance of the cows. Over conditioned cows or cows 

that lose 1 point or more of body condition are 

more likely to have health problems. However, 

body condition score will not be able to predict dis-

eases or reproductive performance by itself. Studies 

suggest that transition cows should have a body 

condition score of 3 in order to avoid health prob-

lems (Roche et al., 2009). 

 Nowadays, the market offers technology that 

can measure body fat based on digital images taken 

from the cows when exiting milking parlor. In    

conjunction with other strategies, this tool can be 

another excellent option to prevent and find sick 

cows. 

 In addition to the monitoring strategies present-

ed above, other health parameters can be measured 

to complement the health evaluation of the cows. A 

daily measurement of the rectal temperature as well 

as sporadic rectal palpations will help to determine 

the status of the reproductive organs. Similarly, 

weekly samples of urine, blood, or milk can be col-

lected to measure BHB concentrations and deter-

mine the energy status. The market offers on-farm 

tests that are relatively inexpensive and easy to use. 

 The decision of treating a cow must take into 

account all the previous explained factors. Moreo-

ver, the routine check-ups should be done by well 

trained and experienced personnel under the super-

vision of a veterinarian. 

  To conclude, transition cows are vulnerable and 

their behavior and performance needs to be moni-

tored closely. Early identification and prevention of 

health issues must be a priority. There are many 

easy tools and strategies available for producers 

that can be easily adjusted and implemented in the 

farm’s management practices. 

  

Written by Maricio Rosales, PennState Extension 

Dairy Educator 

  

Visit https://extension.psu.edu/are-you-keeping-a-

close-eye-to-your-transition-cows for references.  

http://msue.anr.msu.edu/
http://msue.anr.msu.edu/
http://www.msue.msu.edu/
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2018 Wisconsin Agronomy Update   

Meeting 

 The Department of Agronomy will offer Crop Production and 

Management Meetings during 2018. Joe Lauer, Shawn Conley, and 

Rodrigo Werle will present the latest information on hybrid/variety 

performance, an analysis and discussion of last year's growing season, 

and updated recommendations for field crop production. 

 The registration fee includes a meal and materials. Please pre-

register with the Host Agent. A “walk-in” (Late) fee will be charged to 

those who have not preregistered. Additional information packets will 

be available for $21.00 each.  

 Certified Crop Advisor CEU credits have been requested (3.0 

hours in Crop Management).  

 

Packet Materials 
 2017 Wisconsin Hybrid Corn Performance Trials - Grain and     

Silage (A3653) 

 2017 Wisconsin Soybean Variety Test Results (A3654) 

 Winter wheat varieties for grain in Wisconsin - 2017 (A3868) 

 Oat and Barley Variety Performance (A3874) 

 2017 Perennial Forage Variety Update for Wisconsin (A1525) 

 Extension publications 

 Agronomy Advice articles 

 Wisconsin Crop Improvement Association updates 

 

Discussion Topics 
Corn 

 How many hybrids should you grow on your farm? Managing     

hybrid selection risk – What are the odds? 

 High input systems for corn: Maximum yield versus Economic 

optimum yield 

 Corn response to Super U 

Soybeans and Small Grains 

 Revisiting soybean phenological development and the role in     

management! 

 Is strip-tillage an effective soil management tool for soybean? 

Corn and Soybean Weed Control 

 There is a new Weed Scientist in Town 

 New corn and soybean herbicides for 2018 

 Cover crops as a weed management tool: lessons learned in       

Nebraska 

 

 

Kimberly 

Thursday, Jan. 4 at 7:30 am 

Liberty Hall 

800 Eisenhower Drive 

(Hwy. 441, College Avenue Exit, East 1 block) 

 

RSVP to: Kevin Jarek 

Outagamie County 

3365 W Brewster St. 

Appleton, WI 54914 

(920) 832-5121 kevin.jarek@ces.uwex.edu 

 

Registration Fee:  $45, includes mater ials and meal 

2017 Annual Meeting for the Kewaunee County Holstein Breeders 
When: Monday, December  4, 2017 7:30 social, 8:00 dinner  with meeting to follow 

Where: Moxie’s in Casco 
RSVP: to Kevin Gaedtke 920-536-0393 by December 1 
 

$10 per person. All Kewaunee County Dairy Producers welcome!  

Kewaunee County  

Holstein Breeders 

Judging teams recognition! 

 

Food, fun and fellowship!  

 

Reserve your spot today! 


