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Heifer Health

Best practice farms optimise the health and welfare of their heifers through
consultation, planning and documenting their prophylactic and responsive health
and medical management protocols.

@ Why is this important?

Healthy animals are more likely to perform well in their growth, reproductive capability and future
productive career. Ensuring physical and emotional wellbeing will improve resilience for the heifers,
protecting their immune systems and ensuring they are better equipped to cope with the effects of
unavoidable illness or injury.

@ Good practice

« The composition of diets must be adjusted for growth rate, reproductive stage, body size, environmental temperatures
and range of foodstuffs offered (e.g. pasture, hay, silage, concentrates). Consult your veterinarian or a nutrition
specialist for advice. Use of regular body condition scoring enables adjustment for over or underweight animals.

« Heifer BCS should be optimised to reduce the risk of lameness caused by claw injuries. Overweight heifers are
vulnerable to strain from the additional weight loading and underweight heifers (without the cushioning of the digital
fat pads) have thinner, more vulnerable claws.

See the % Heifer Nutrition factsheet for more information.

farms allow heifers to have daily access to pasture, except in extreme weather. The time spent on
pasture should be determined by the weather, daylight hours available and ideally individual preference by the
heifers, i.e. a choice based system. To ensure a high plane of nutrition for heifers managed at pasture, best
practice is to assess grazing residuals daily. Heifers should be moved to a fresh allocation of pasture based on
meeting target post-grazing heights.

See the E, Heifer Nutrition factsheet for more information.



https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/heifer-nutrition/
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/heifer-nutrition/
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@ Good practice

@ Best practice

* Best practice farms provide their heifers with daily access to well-managed pasture (i.e. well-drained, provision of
shelter and/or shade) from weaning until at least 3 weeks before calving except in extreme weather. This offers the
opportunity to walk/ run/ play freely on varying surfaces, providing exercise, improved muscle and foot condition
and enhanced immunity to strongyle parasites, as well as mental wellbeing. When permanently accommodated
outdoors, sufficient shelter and comfortable lying areas should be provided.

Best practice farms have strategies for ongoing ground surface maintenance, both indoors and outside, to minimise
the risk of injuries resulting in lameness.

Best practice farms use foot baths for the prevention of lameness as well as a treatment option for limiting the
spread of infectious foot lesions. Routine hoof trimming should be carried out at least once before calving
(not during peak pregnancy).

Best practice farms monitor the time each individual heifer spends lying down and resting, to ensure they are
comfortable and have time to rest their feet and legs to avoid developing lameness.

See the E, Heifer Environment factsheet for more information

= Environment


Heifer Environment factsheet
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@ Good practice
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PAIN LEVELS

No pain

e Content and quiet

e Grazing or eating
at feeder

e Curious about
surroundings

e Moves away when
approached

e Normal interaction
with herd and calf
(if a cow)

Animal

not bothered
by palpation
anywhere
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e Mild posture change

o Stiff or subtle
lameness

e Less interested in
surroundings

e May warn off herd
mates by head
shaking or bunting

Animal may or may
not react to palpation
of an affected site
(wound, swelling,
injury, surgical site
etc): pull away, kick,
vocalize
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Moderate

e Away from herd
e Quiet, dull eyes

e Abnormal
posture-stiff,

not moving,
arched back, lame

e Rough hair coat

e Decreased
appetite

e Calf at foot
may be hungry
or bawling

Animal reacts to
palpation may try
to run away or
act aggressive
when handled

N7 7077 77

/(l

/

Severe

e Away from herd

o Stiff, unwilling
to move
¢ Not eating

o Unkempt
appearance

e Weight loss

e Abnormal
posture-head down,
tucked tail, arched
back, ears down

Animal

moves away from
palpation may
kick or bellow

or be rigid
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Very severe

e Rapid shallow
respirations

e Open mouth
breathing

* bulging eyes
e Depressed

e Grunting

e Teeth grinding
¢ Not eating

¢ Rigid posture
or down

Animal is rigid
or unresponsive
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https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/heifer-reproduction/
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Best practice

*

Best practice farms have a written health and welfare plan devised with input from veterinarians and allied professionals.
This will include prophylactic health management and a plan for triaging illness/injury cases to optimise performance and
reduce risk. This should be reviewed and updated each year based on data collected on farm.

Best practice farms monitor heifer weight and BCS monthly as a minimum (as opposed to relying on one or two key
decision making timepoints) to enable tracking of each individual heifer's progress and support nutrition planning for
future seasons.

Best practice farms procure veterinary oversight for infectious disease management. This ensures regular testing/
prophylaxis is in place for the main infectious diseases: mastitis (Staphylococcus, Streptococcus, E. coli), salmonellosis,
paratuberculosis, tuberculosis (in relevant geographical areas), brucellosis (in relevant geographical areas), infectious
bovine rhinotracheitis, bovine viral diarrhoea, digital dermatitis.

Best practice farms ensure farm personnel are trained in and familiar with use of pain scoring in heifers to inform use of
pain-relieving medications and/ or the need to seek veterinary intervention.

Best practice farms record performance data (relating to growth, Feed Conversion Ratio (FCR), fertility etc) as well as
morbidity (e.g. scour, mastitis, lameness) and mortality (planned and accidental) so that management practices and
planning can be adapted accordingly.

Best practice farms objectively assess calving seasons. For example, recording: number of heifers requiring assisted
calving, incidence of post- calving complications (e.g. retained placenta or uterine infections), incidence of last trimester
abortions.

Best practice farms ensure that a contingency plan is available to the farmer in case of outbreak of contagious diseases
close to the farm. This may be tailored to the individual farm, in consultation with veterinary advisors, or drafted for a
group of farms in close proximity with similar measures in place.

Best practice farms make every effort to ensure individual heifers have adequate time resting in clean and dry conditions,
that stressful interactions with people or other animals are avoided and that if signs of ill health or changes in demeanour
are detected, interventions are both timely and effective. Stress increases the risk of disease being exacerbated
(e.g. sub-clinical mastitis becoming more severe).

See the E§ Cow Metabolic and Nutritional Disease, Cow Reproduction, Cow Infectious Disease,
Cow Locomotion, Cow Udder Management and Calving Care-Cow factsheets for more information

@ Good practice

@ Best practice

*

*

Best practice farms have management protocols, developed with assistance from relevant farming and veterinary
advisors. These protocols include: preventative healthcare, nutrition, dry- off management, design of the calving area,
supervision of calving, policies on intervention during calving. These are continuously assessed for effectiveness and
adapted accordingly.

Best practice farms actively evaluate how precision livestock farming for behaviour monitoring (e.g. sensors, bolus,
image or sound based) can help gather data on individual and herd health (e.g. health, reproductive data, food intake,
rumination time etc.). This data could be useful to guide environmental changes that improve the conditions for the heifers
all year around, reducing stress and improving health, but should be considered an adjunct as opposed to an alternative to
well- trained farm personnel.

See the % Heifer Behaviour and Human-Animal Interactions factsheet for more information



https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/heifer-behaviour/
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/heifer-behaviour/
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/cow-metabolic-health/
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/cow-reproductive-health/
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/cow-infectious-disease/
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/cow-locomotion/
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/cow-udder-health/
https://care4dairy.eu/knowledge_base/cow-calving-care/
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Summary

o T

Take pride in all of your farm's good and best practices
towards animal welfare!

Additional resources

Care4Dairy.eu
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