BIOSECURITY FOR HEIFERS IN A MIG SYSTEM

FACT SHEET #3 BRED HEIFERS

The goals of biosecurity are to improve the farm’s chances that heifers will (1) remain alive, (2) stay healthy, and (3) grow rapidly enough to calve at a profitable age. 

As each farm evaluates its biosecurity measures attention must be given to assessing practices/facilities from the heifers’ point of view. A bred heifer’s health and growth rate depend on the manager viewing her in the context of the whole ecosystem in which she lives. Decisions about facilities, nutrition, grouping according to stage of gestation and paddock management, for example, need to be focused on achieving and maintaining a high level of vitality among these heifers. That is the only way they will have a consistent high level of resistance to infections. For organic producers see The Organic Dairy Handbook: A Comprehensive Guide for the Transition and Beyond for further discussion of a holistic approach to heifer management. 

https://www.nofany.org/organic-farming/technical-assistance/organic-dairy
Facilities

Housing for bred heifers should be seasonally appropriate to reduce environmental stress. For continuous-calving herds providing shade in paddocks is the primary need if ADG of 1.7 pounds or higher during gestation are going to be achieved. 

Permanent sunshades are best located in an area that provides for surface water drainage and has at least a hard base of gravel or crushed stone. Some shades may be only an elevated roof. 

Depending on the locality, some sunshades may have to be elevated enough to avoid excessive radiation down from a hot roof. Rectangular sunshades often used for bred heifers need to be oriented N to S to allow heifers to follow the shade during the day. 

As long as there are no sides on the sunshade natural ventilation should be adequate for cooling. If sides are added to protect heifers from precipitation enough space for free movement of air must be provided. Some farms have used dense shade cloth for sides rather than metal or wood. 

During cold weather heifers this age will be housed in sheds that will reduce exposure to wind and precipitation. Heifers this age do quite well with minimal housing as long as they have a clean hair coat and can get out of the wind. 

However, if free-stall barns are used they must be monitored for adequate air exchange rates. When a comparison of inside and outside temperature and relative humidity show significant differences [more than 10°F and 10% RH] modifications must be made to avoid pneumonia outbreaks. If maintaining a clean dry bedded pack is a problem have the ammonia level checked by a consultant. 

At some location on the farm there should be appropriate livestock handling facilities. Examples of well-designed facilities are described in a publication from Ohio State University Cooperative Extension Service, Cattle Handling and Working Facilities, publication 906. [www.ohioline.osu.edu/b906/pdf/b906.pdf.]

It contains extensive diagrams of facilities for both small and large numbers of animals.

The reasons livestock handling facilities are considered a biosecurity issue are (1) safety for both heifers and farm personnel and (2) handling stress on heifers. Minimizing stress is a best management practice aimed at sustaining a high level of resistance to infections. 

Minimal handling stress for heifers is achieved when only one person is needed to move the heifers that need to be worked (sorted, vaccinated, weighed) into a pen, move them into a working alley and a squeeze chute. 

Remember that handling facilities if neglected can become a place to spread contagious diseases. Regular removal of manure and cleaning of gates, working alleys and chutes is an important part of preventing disease transmission.

Immunity and Vaccinations

Every farm should have a strategic vaccination program developed by the herdsperson and the herd veterinarian. 

Most herds re-vaccinate heifers with a modified-live vaccine in the range of six to eight weeks before calving. Combination vaccines usually provide protection against IBR, PI3, BRSV, BVD and Leptosporosis. With the advice of the herd veterinarian select a regular time before calving to revaccinate heifers.

If adequate livestock handling facilities are available vaccinating bred heifers with a product designed to improve colostrum antibody concentration is recommended. Heifers will require both an initial dose and a booster dose of the vaccine in order to be most cost effective in producing quality colostrum. 

All pastured heifers should be considered for a pink-eye vaccination. Given a knowledge of the local fly season it is important to give the vaccine three to six weeks before flies begin to appear of the faces of heifers.

Preventing a high fly population, however, is a more effective defense against pink-eye infections than vaccinating. A well-thought out management plan implemented early in the fly season is essential to holding down the fly population. Suggestions for such a plan may be found on pages 219-220 in The Organic Dairy Handbook: A Comprehensive Guide for the Transition and Beyond. See the Internet link above if you do not have a hard copy.

Nutrition

In seasonally calving herds in the northern US states bred heifers often to make a change from pasture to stored feeds as winter weather approaches.  This transition needs to be made with the  primary focus of maintaining high levels of digestible energy and protein for the heifer. If we make a gradual movement from one feed to another our heifers are more likely to stay at a high level of vitality – those strong immune defenses are especially what we need to fight off pneumonia infections at a time when we may be changing both rations and housing.

The slow movement from one ration to another allows the rumen microorganisms to adapt to the new feedstuffs insuring that plenty of nutrients are always available to the bred heifer. Abrupt feed changes often disrupt the availability of energy and protein. These shortages are frequently associated with lowered levels of immunity and an increasing number of infected animals. This is important to remember both in the fall moving to stored feeds and in the spring moving to grazing.

For seasonally-calving herds on northern US states heifers bred heifers may left to depend on pasture for adequate dry matter intake too long in the fall months when grass growth rates have dropped to very low levels in spite of looking “nice and green.”

When working with the herd nutritionist check to be sure that the ration provides seasonally adequate levels of both energy and protein. This is essential to support fetal development as well as the continuing growth of bred heifers.

Purchased Bred Heifers

The most desirable situation when purchasing bred heifers is to get them from a reputable source that will allow testing before the heifers come onto the home farm. With the advice of the herd veterinarian select the appropriate tests (for example, BVD, Salmonella, Leukosis) to be completed before the purchase is finalized.

There are not many farms that have a place to isolate purchased animals for three weeks before integrating them into the herd. However, given the risk of introducing new pathogens into a naïve population the expense of quarantining may a better management strategy than having to cull heifers. 

Remember that a bred heifer that tests negative for BVD can be carrying a Persistently Infected BVD calf. From all purchased heifers always test any calf that will be raised on the farm for BVD-PI status. 

