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Economics of Successful 

Heifer Feeding Approaches

Missouri Dairy Profit Seminars
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The Heifer Enterprise

ÅNot a profit center on most dairy farms 

currently; 3rd highest cost of production 

on dairy farms after feed and labor.

ÅRisks (2007 national survey)

ïStillbirth/dead on arrive 6.5%

ïCalf death (< 2 mo of age) 7.8%

ïDeath after weaning 2.0%

ïAge at calving (mo) 25.2 
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Cost of Raising Heifers
(33 WI operations in 2013)

ÅFeed costs $1046

ÅLabor and mgmt costs   $  333

ÅVariable costs $ 274

ÅFixed costs $  209

ÅTotal $1,862

(Add calf value and calf costs of $363)
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Economics of Age and Weight

Weight Age (mo) Total Cost/Day

240 2.5 $2.15

400 5.5 $2.79

610 10.0 $2.63

840 13.5 $3.08

1050 18.0 $3.37

1170 22.0 $3.93
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Points to Ponder

ÅDo you raise all female replacement 

heifers?

ÅDoes genomics allow identification 

of superior animals?

ÅDo you use sexed semen on the best 

heifers and cows?

ÅDo you breed the  bottom 1/3 cows to  

beef bulls?
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Focus on 

Calves
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GOALS FOR THE CALF 

REARING PROGRAM

ÅBuild colostrum immunity

ÅEncourage early starter intake to stimulate 

rumen development

ÅAvoid exposure to disease

ÅOptimize feed and labor costs

ÅWean calves at an optimal age (5 to 6 

weeks)

ÅAchieve optimal growth (>1.5 lb / day)
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Colostrum Quality

Å6% immunoglobulin (antibodies)

Å14% protein (3.0% normal)

Å6.7% fat (3.6% normal) 

Å2.7% lactose (5.0% normal)

Å24% total solids (13% normal)

ÅHigher levels of vitamin A and E



Copyright 2000 by the University of Illinois at Urban-Champaign. All rights reserved.

Colostrum Facts and Figures

ÅProvide passive immunity via antibodies 

absorbed first 24 hours after birth (closure)

ÅFeed one gallon immediately (use an 

esphogeal feeder if needed)

ÅTest with a colostrometer

ÅOlder cows have higher quality colostrum

ÅFeed colostrum from Johneôsfree cows
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Measuring Immunity

Å41% of calves have adequate  

acquired immunity from colostrum

ÅTarget >5 mg/ ml of blood serum 

protein
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Liquid Diet Choices

ÅSoured colostrum (best quality, handling 

concerns, and top management needed)

ÅWaste milk from treated cows (cheap, risk of 

disease, and drug residue)

ÅWhole milk (most expensive, best quality)

ÅMilk replacer (cheaper, lower quality, no 

Johnes risk, and contains added mineral, 

vitamins, coccidiostat and/or antibiotics)
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Pasteurized Milk
ÅRaise milk to 145 degrees for 30 

minutes (batch process0

ÅRaise milk to 161 degrees for 15 
seconds (flow system)

ÅCost ($3000 to $7000)

ÅKeys:  clean equipment, post 
pasteurized contamination, correct 
time and temperatures, cooling, 
curdling, and high contamination 
levels


