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Welcome to our Spring Management Series of advice, tips and information to
help you get the best from your dairy enterprise over the Spring period and
onwards. Each week, over twelve weeks, we’ll update you across three main
themes: Labour Efficiency & Spring Workload, Animal Health & Milk Quality
and Spring Grassland Management.
Being best prepared for Spring should currently
be the main consideration on most dairy farms.
Spring brings an increased workload, with difficult
weather, cows calving and starting the grazing
season. Some farms manage this period more
efficiently than others through prior preparation
and use of labour saving management techniques
to make best use of time. Here are some tips
on being best prepared while increasing labour
efficiency on your farm this Spring.

Facilities
In compact Spring calving herds up to 50% of
cows can calve in 15-16 days. Adequate calving
and calf space will greatly reduce the workload
involved.


Allow 10m2 per cow in group calving pens
(3 standard bays is adequate for 7 cows).
Identify what other sheds are available on
the farm where current calving space is
inadequate. Look to set up a temporary group
pen for the first 3-4 weeks of calving.



Feeding and cleaning of calving areas should
be done mechanically.



Measure the available lying area in your calf
shed – calves need a minimum of 1.7m2 lying
space. If short look at:

Organisation










Have a definite finish time to the working day
e.g., 6pm, so that after this time only calving
supervision takes place.
Decide who’s going to do what in advance and
prepare a roster where multiple people are
involved.
Have standard operating procedures (SOP),
or step by step instructions, written and visible
for all key tasks.
Ensure all supplies / equipment required for
calving are on hand and are convenient to the
calving shed.

Using existing sheds that can be modified.

-

Calf hutches – quick to install and flexible.

-

Planning and arranging for early sale of
surplus calves.

-

Contract rearing replacement calves.



Efficient transportation of milk to the calf shed
reduces time spent feeding calves – a milk kart
helps greatly (see example overleaf).



Ensure the calving area and calf shed are kept
clean and disinfected. Use plenty of straw.



Think Hygiene, Hygiene, Hygiene!

Complete any outstanding paper work well in
advance of calving start date.
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Milking Routine


Evening milking time has been proven to
dictate the finish time on dairy farms - therefore
start milking earlier (3.30 pm – 4.00 pm).
Research has shown no adverse effects to yield
or milk quality while implementing a 16:8 hr
milking interval.



Milking a fresh group of cows separate to the
main herd makes the milking routine easier.



Develop a clear marking system of identifying
the fresh antibiotic cows.



Train your heifers to the parlour prior to the
commencement of calving.



Develop a colostrum management plan.



Once-A-Day milking for the month of February
is an option to free up time during peak calving
– see how this works for Alan, overleaf.

Grazing




Complete a grass walk and set up your
grassland plan in advance. What paddocks
will be grazed first? How will paddocks be
accessed? Can you increase the number of
paddock entrances?
Have plenty of reels and posts on hand and
plan to allocate grass a number of days in
advance.



Decide on your Spring fertiliser plan. Ensure
fertiliser is bought and in the yard.



Buy yourself some time - book your local
contractor for slurry and fertiliser applications.
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Farmer
Focus
Alan and Thomas Clarke
Killinkere, Virginia, Co. Cavan

Farm Profile
Herd size: 148 spring calving cows
Expected calving start date: January 28th
Spring Labour: Alan, Tommy, Student
(Mon-Fri), Neighbour (Sat & Sun)
We have a strong belief that if you’re
not prepared for spring and the calving
season it’s going to be a difficult journey.
We’re planning to calve 148 cows this year
with an expected 6-week calving rate of
85%+. From when the cows are put dry
in late December, efforts are taken to
minimise workload in February.
Firstly, getting all the supplies in advance
such as iodine, electrolytes, fence posts
etc. It’s important to avoid unnecessary
trips to the store when there’s lots to be
done on the farm.
Secondly, it’s important to have the
calving and calf facilities prepared in
advance. Ensure grazing infrastructure
and machinery have been checked over.
Thirdly, we get all the administration done
and out of the way in January, getting the
medicine book up to date. We do a grass
walk to understand the average farm
cover and to put a spring rotation grazing
plan in place. With the preparation already
done you can focus on a successful
calving season. We have a good team
on the farm in spring. Our student and
weekend staff make sure standards don’t
slip, taking the pressure off ourselves.
We find it’s important to train students
and staff to the correct procedures. This
gives confidence that the task will be
done correctly i.e. feeding calves. Our
student is more content, knowing what’s
needed, as it gives them independence
and a chance to work by themselves.
We can focus on getting cows to grass,
fertilizer and priority jobs.
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Training heifers to the parlour
Alan is planning to train the heifers to the parlour
this week. He’ll walk the heifers through the parlour
for 5-6 days in a row to make their transition to the
parlour easier.

Managing peak calf numbers
The Clarkes are putting in provisions to handle
peak calf numbers. They will be unable to
sell surplus calves due to TB restrictions. Two
additional pens have been plumbed with water and
set up with penning to handle 30 more calves.

Night calving
With 85%+ of the herd expected to calve in 6
weeks, February is a busy month calving cows.
Alan and Thomas take turns with night calving
duties in the peak calving weeks. There is rarely
any difficulty calving as easy calving sires are used.
Calving cameras and sensors can save time, and
calves, particularly if you live off farm.

Milk Transport
The milk kart is
a cost effective
labour saver. It
reduces the burden
on the body as
milk can be easily
moved around the
farm and it keeps
milk clean. Milk
heaters can be
attached to the
kart and are a great
asset for warming
up milk for calves in
the evening.

The milk kart and milk warmer
used on the Clarkes’ farm
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Once-A-Day Milking
in February
“Milking once-a-day in February is an
essential part of managing the spring
workload since we started it back in 2015,”
says Alan Clarke.
“The practice suits us as we have a compact
spring calving herd. Milking would start at
7.30 am once the calving shed is checked. A
lot of attention is given to cows at milking,
when they are milked Once-A-Day”.
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“Milking once-aday in February is
an essential part
of managing the
spring workload
since we started it
back in 2015”

Why Once-A-Day milking in February suits?


Labour: Milking Once-A-Day reduces 1 - 1.5 hours of work in the evening.
During the month of February all farm work is completed by 6pm. The only
task carried out after this is checking the calving shed.



Calf management: Taking care of calves is the priority job in the late
afternoon. Milk is heated up in the milk kart, Calves are fed at 3pm.



Cows hold condition better after calving with a reduced negative energy
balance.



Well needed rest: After a busy day calving cows and night calving duty, this
allows us a chance to get home earlier to get some well-deserved rest.

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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