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Is your herd ready for
the breeding season?
The breeding season in spring calving herds is almost upon us and most farms will have their
sire selection carried out, the question you should now ask yourself is – “is my herd ready for the
breeding season?”

Breeding season – a timeline
NOW is the time to make a plan. Heat detection in spring herds should be starting now. Even though the
breeding season is 4 – 6 weeks away, pre-breeding heat detection is critically important to ensure high
numbers of cows are submitted for AI in the first 3 weeks of the breeding season. The graphic below
shows a simple timeline for a successful breeding season:
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STEP 1
 February - at least 6 weeks before Mating Start Date (MSD) buy in easy calving beef bulls, vaccinate
in line with herd protocols.

STEP 2
 Late March/early April - Identify cows for breeding and apply RED tailpaint.
 Body Condition Score (BCS) all cows - take action on those below optimum BCS as discussed above.

STEP 3
 April - examine tailpaint twice weekly. Record dates when paint is removed.
 Where RED paint is removed apply GREEN tail paint.

STEP 4
 Late April/early May - Where RED paint is still on, have these cows examined by your vet 4-5 days
before MSD.

STEP 5
 May - MSD, observe cows 3 times daily for 30 minute periods to detect if they are in heat.
 Draft and AI cows in heat, apply BLUE tail paint to inseminated cows.

STEP 6
 May/June - continue to inseminate cows showing signs of heat for 6 weeks (or 9 depending on
available bull power).
 By this point all cows should have been bred to AI at least once.

STEP 7
 Mid/Late June - Introduce beef stock bulls 6 weeks after MSD. For a 100-cow herd at least 2 bulls are
required.
 Rotate bulls to maintain libido and observe to ensure they are serving correctly.

STEP 8
 Mid July - Remove bulls (12 weeks after MSD).

Following the steps above should ensure a successful breeding season. It is important for future years to
note the % of cows cycling by MSD and examining how this figure can be improved on. To have a high %
of cows calving in the first 6 weeks of the calving season a high submission rate is vitally important. The
number of cows cycling at MSD is key to achieving excellent submission rates.
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Body Condition
Scoring and Nutrition
Along with genetics, Body Condition Score (BCS)
is crucial for ensuring a successful breeding
season. A target herd average BCS of 3 at the
beginning of the breeding season is recommended
i.e. visually looks conditioned, pins well fleshed,
loin and ribs are not sharp (see photo opposite).


Where cows are under-conditioned nutrition
management needs to be examined. Once
a day milking – cows come into the parlour
twice a day for feeding but are only milked
once (keep feed intake at same level as it
was on twice a day milking). In larger herds
these animals may be grouped together for
preferential treatment, grazed closer to the
milking parlour for less walking etc. Teagasc
research has shown that OAD milking in early
lactation for the purpose of increasing BCS
costs in the region of €70/cow in lost revenue.
However, the gains from retaining these cows in
a tight calving pattern far outweigh the losses.
The research also shows that if only on OAD for
3-4 weeks that milk yield recovers to normal
expected yields once the cow is back on twice
a day milking.



Feed the cows fully with 24-36 hour
allocations of grass with covers of 1,400
-1,500 kg dry matter per hectare of high DMD
perennial ryegrass swards and supplement
with concentrates where necessary to cover
minerals etc. Do not use strip wires unless
weather dictates otherwise.



Top up the level of concentrates fed to the
thinner cows. This in combination with once
–a-day milking would result in an increase in
cow body condition.

Lameness
A major issue in cows that has an adverse effect
on herd fertility is lameness. Lame cows tend not
to shows signs of oestrus (bulling) as the process
of mounting and dismounting causes discomfort
and lame cows will quite often slip into Negative
Energy Balance (NEB) and start losing condition,
eventually becoming anoestrus.
Poor road surfaces are likely to be the main cause
of lameness in herds so make sure your roadways
to and from paddocks are in good condition. If
you have greater than 5% of your herd becoming
lame every year, then talk to your veterinary
practitioner about a suitable foot bathing and
foot paring regime.

Problem cows and non-cyclers
Review your records, cows that had difficult calvings, twins, retained placentas, milk fever, ketosis,
mastitis and lameness could all be described as problem cows and should be examined by your vet prior
to the commencement of your herds’ breeding season. Although these cows may be cycling and showing
signs of heat, they are at higher risk of having a uterine infection and it is therefore good practice to have
them checked out in advance of breeding.e foot bathing and foot paring regime.
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Observation
Cows come into heat at all times of the day.
On average however they are only on heat for
8 hours with slightly more than half of them
standing for 8 hours or less. This makes them
difficult to identify in heat. Teagasc research has
also found that late calving cows will be more
difficult to spot in heat as they tend to have
shorter duration of standing heat and because
they come into heat later in the breeding season
(when the bulling group will be smaller).
As a result Teagasc recommends two actions
during the breeding season:


Three periods (or more) of heat detection
daily (early morning, mid-day and late
evening);



That a heat detection aid or aids are used
(such as tail paint and a vasectomised bull).

Synchronisation programmes
Heifers

Late calving & Non-cycling cows

Synchronisation should be used as a management
tool to maximise the number of heifers that
become pregnant as quickly as possible after
MSD. Synchronisation protocols work very well for
heifers that have started cycling but will not work
in non-cycling heifers. Talk to your veterinary
practitioner about a suitable synchronisation
programme for your heifers.

Hormone treatments can be used to stimulate
resumption of cyclicity and are most effective
if combined with increased energy intake. The
benefits of using a synchronisation programme
on later calving and non-cycling cows are that
they are given an increased chance of staying in
the herd as they get served in the first 3 weeks
of the breeding season.

Vaccination
programmes
Are your herd vaccinations
all up to date prior to
commencement of
breeding? Diseases such
as BVD, IBR, Leptospirosis
etc. can all have a
detrimental effect on
herd fertility and should
be discussed with your
veterinary practitioner.
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Sexed semen
Sexed semen usage is becoming more popular and has become a hot topic of conversation with dairy
farmers worldwide. It should only be considered where herd fertility is at a high level, better results
occur when using on animals with a high fertility sub-index. There are also several rules that should be
followed when selecting which animals to use sexed semen on:
Cows

Heifers

Parity 1 to 4

Target live-weight and BCS ≥3.25

>50 days in milk on day of AI

Cycling regularly

BCS ≥3.00
Cycling regularly
Free of postpartum disorders and uterine disease

Timing of AI
14 to 20 h after heat onset (first standing mount). Practice AM/PM rule if possible. If using once a day AI,
use conventional semen if time of AI is <14 h after heat onset.

Straw handling on day of AI


Organise sexed straws into one goblet



Thaw 2 sexed semen straws at a time MAX



Thaw straws at 35 to 37°C for 45 seconds



Load straws into pre-warmed AI guns, keep warm.



Deposit semen in uterine body



Complete inseminations within 5 mins

Selecting animals to breed replacements
If you have been happy with your sire selection in recent years and your herd performance is going
in the right direction, then your maiden heifers should have the best genetics on the farm. It is vitally
important that you take the opportunity to use high EBI AI sires on these heifers. Following on from
this you can then select which cows should get dairy straws and which should be bred to beef? Genetic
and herd improvement can be speeded up by breeding the bottom 20-40% of your herd to beef sires,
thus ensuring that any replacements born on the farm are bred from your better performing cows. It is
important to be able to identify these cows correctly.
It may be easy to identify the highest yielding cows in the herd from a litres only perspective but how do
you know they are the most profitable cows? Milk recording data gives you the opportunity to identify
the highest performing animals in your herd.
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Snapshot taken from Milk Recording Lifetime Report



Yellow box indicates the Production and Fertility Sub-Indexes of each animal



Green box indicates the milk yield, fat % and protein % on the day that sampling was carried out



Blue box is the Milk Value produced by the individual animal in their current lactation



Red box indicates the Margin over costs for the animal’s lifetime performance and also their rank
within the herd’s 2nd lactation animals.

If selecting 40% of the herd to breed to beef AI sires then the cows ranked 14, 12 & 11 would be marked
for a beef mating as they are the lower performing cows in the group. If you look at the green box you
will see that the highest and lowest yielding cows on milk kg only have been selected, thus proving the
value of milk recording to identify your more profitable cows.

GET ADVICE
Advice and help is always available from either the Lakeland/Teagasc Joint Programme team or
your local Teagasc advisor. Taking the right steps to improve the fertility performance of your herd
has an important knock-on effect on increasing your farm profitability. Talk to someone today
about putting a plan in place for this breeding season.
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Farmer
Focus
Aisling Neville
Ballinakill, Moate, Co. Westmeath
Farm Profile
Farm size: 164.75Ha
Cow Nos.: 170
% of herd calved to date: 90%
% of MP grazed to date: 98%
(plan to start 2nd rotation on 4th April)

Breeding management of
replacement heifers
My replacement heifers are contract reared
and their breeding programme is handled
by the contract rearer. They have excellent
handling facilities and plan to serve all heifers
to natural heats this year.

Planned Mating Start Date: 20th April

When do you start preparing for
breeding season?
Preparation for me starts with the calving
season and having cows calving down in the
right BCS. A smooth transition from dry to
milking means my cows are under less pressure
from BCS loss and begin cycling quicker. I am
happy that the herd is in good condition for
the upcoming breeding season. As my planned
mating start date (MSD) is the 20th April, I
tail-paint the herd in late March to begin prebreeding checks. Any cows with paint removed
are recorded using HerdApp. I find this an
excellent tool for providing me with lists of cows
that have not been on heat and also lists of
cows that should be coming on heat again (18 –
24 days after previous heat).

Sire selection
I have my bull team picked for this season
and am just waiting on some of the straws
to be delivered. My selection criteria is
weighted towards a bull with a good fertility
sub-index and fat % and protein % above
0.10%. I use my milk recording results to
decide whether a cow will receive a dairy or
beef straw. Reasons for using a beef straw
include SCC issues and very poor fat and
protein levels.

Problem cows
I usually have the vet come in 1 week prior to
MSD to scan the cows. Any cows not cycling are
generally put on a CiDR programme to bring
them into heat to coincide with the first week of
my breeding season. There may also be a small
number of cows that are dirty and require a
washout, this is done by the vet.
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Farmer
Focus (Continued)
Day-to-day breeding season
management
I run a 12-week breeding season on the farm.
All AI is used with no stock bull on the farm.
I use Scratch cards to detect cows that are
in heat and I find they work very well for me.
From week 4 of the breeding season I plan
to introduce 2 teaser bulls as with less cows
bulling it becomes harder to pick up every
cow that is in heat so the teasers should
ensure there are no missed heats in the herd.
We practice DIY AI on the farm and follow
the am/pm rule when serving cows.

Sexed Semen
I have a small number of purebred Jersey cows
on the farm, and I use sexed semen on them. I
am also considering using a small amount on
some of my replacement heifers.

Vaccinations
I vaccinate the herd for Leptospirosis and
BVD on the recommendation of my vet.
They are administered 3 weeks before the
commencement of the breeding season.

As a follow up to our spring breeding webinar that aired last Tuesday night, we spoke to David Brady,
about his preparation for his upcoming breeding season.

Farmer
Focus
David Brady
Tierlahood, Stradone, Co. Cavan
Farm Profile
Farm size: 40Ha MP
Cow Nos.: 140
% of herd calved to date: 85%
Planned Mating Start Date: 7th May

Sire selection
When selecting sires for use in the herd
I look for fat and protein %’s of 0.20% or
above along with over 30kgs of combined
fat and protein. Fertility sub-index must
be over €100. Whether a bull is daughter
proven or genomically proven doesn’t
feature in my considerations at all, its all
about meeting the target figures. I have 12
bulls in my team to use this year.
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I have selected out the bottom 20% of the herd
and they will get Beef AI, they were selected
using milk recording reports, I have been milk
recording on the farm now for 25 years and find
it an extremely valuable resource for managing
and improving the herd.
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Farmer
Focus (Continued)
Breeding season
I plan to start breeding this year on the 7th
May, pre-breeding work starts 3 weeks before
this so I will have crayon on all the cows by the
16th April. Previous years I would have had the
vet in to scan every cow but this year I am just
going to scan problem cows before breeding
starts. However, I also plan to bring the vet
back in at week 5 of the breeding season to
scan any cows not served as I feel I need to
act quicker with these cows than I would have
previously.

Problem cows
Record keeping is extremely important on the
farm. Any cows that have problems around
calving, such as, difficult calvings, milk fever,
retained afterbirths, twins etc. are all recorded
on HerdApp so that I have a list of cows to see
the vet before MSD, any cows that still have
crayon on them will also be presented to the
vet at this point.
BCS is very important also and any cow below
target is put on OAD milking until she is
cycling. I keep an eye on BCS right through the
breeding season as it is important to keep the
cows in the right condition to help conception
rates and to keep them milking well.

Breeding management of
replacement heifers
I weigh and sort my replacement heifers
when they come into the shed in the Autumn,
lighter heifers are separated out for some extra
attention (extra meal feeding). I also weigh
them again before turnout and would turn out
the lightest heifers first to give them a chance
to catch up with the stronger group. MSD with
the heifers is the same as the cows, I have used
synchronisation programmes in the past with
good success and will likely do so again.

Day-to-day breeding season
management
Last year we had an 11-week breeding season,
and I am planning for similar this year. I am
aiming for a 90% 6-week in calf rate, and I do
not want the calving season dragging out too
long into the last days of April. AI will be used
for 6 weeks and then Angus stock bull will be
used for the remainder of the breeding season.
Tips for a successful breeding season


Good record keeping



Tail-paint/Crayon for pre-breeding



Intervene early to get cows cycling

Lakeland Dairies/Teagasc Joint Development Programme has produced this Spring Management
Series. Our advisors are currently available by phone to discuss all farm related matters.


Colin Anderson 087 7467424



Owen McPartland 087 3302254



Adrian McKeague 087 4138584
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