To keep or to cull dairy cows, that is the question
Sources: Karmella Dolecheck and Jeffrey Bewley, UK dairy extension specialists
Knowing when to replace a dairy cow is often a difficult decision. It’s not like the obvious choice of replacing a burnt out light bulb. If a cow dies, your options are to go without a cow or to replace her. That’s called involuntary culling; you had no choice. However, as long as a cow is alive, she still has some production potential, so the answer to cull isn’t so cut and dry. 
You have to determine if a cow’s production potential has dropped enough to warrant replacing her. This type of culling is called voluntary, or removing a cow from the herd in an unforced manner. It is completely up to you whether or not you keep her.

Some reasons you might cull a cow could include low production or bad temperament. You can use voluntary culling as a tool to improve your overall herd by keeping the best cows and replacing the worst. You can use it to keep your herd size from growing beyond your capacity and to maximize your profits. 

Trying to determine which cows to voluntarily cull can become complicated. The simplest way to think about it is to compare it to managing employees in a business environment. Each employee has their own office space. If one employee is not being productive enough to pay for that office space, or if there is an employee that could increase profits more than the current employee, you would likely replace the unproductive employee.

Similarly on a dairy farm, each cow has a stall. If that cow is not being productive enough to pay for that stall, you need to replace her with a cow that can gain higher profits.

So, when is the optimal time to replace a cow? It’s a fairly straight-forward equation: the optimal moment of replacement equals the moment when expected future profits from the current cow are less than expected future profits from a replacement cow. Unfortunately, calculating the individual components of this equation is not easy. Your expected future profits from a replacement cow depend on many things including age, production, days in milk, reproductive status, previous and current diseases and more. It gets complicated when you combine all of these things not only for today, but also for future years--and estimating a cow’s lifespan is not easy.
Here are some tips to help you with voluntary culling decisions:

1. Know and keep in mind your target herd size. This will dictate when, if and how many cows you need to cull. When you are defining a target herd size, keep in mind limitations such as housing, feed resources and labor.

2. Be aware of replacement availability. Availability depends the source of your replacements. Are your heifers on farm, off site or a combination? Do you use sexed semen? If you do not have a heifer to replace a cow you want to cull, culling may not be a good strategy. You also need to be aware of the quality of your incoming heifers. Oftentimes, the best genetics on the farm are in your heifers so it is important to remember you’re not replacing a culled cow with an identical animal.
3. Cow ranking. You may want to consider ranking your cows according to their potential profitability. This will allow you to easily identify the best cows to cull when you have the opportunity. Ranking your cows also helps you determine how much it is worth to try and keep a cow. For example, you may decide to treat a cow with mastitis who is ranked 10th in the herd, but not for one ranked 350th.
4. Good records are important. To rank cows and be able to estimate their future value, you must keep good records. Although most producers keep good production and reproduction records, disease records become especially valuable when deciding to cull or not to cull. 
Culling is a science and an art. It’s not possible to perfectly predict the exact best time to cull a cow. The dairy business is filled with risk. There is always a chance that a cow will get sick, abort a calf or even unexpectedly die. You’ll always have involuntary culls no matter how strategic you are about voluntary culling.

For more information, contact the (COUNTY NAME) Cooperative Extension Service.
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