Dairy Heifer Replacements                                
Source: Jack McAllister, extension dairy specialist
To keep a dairy farm’s milk flow coming, cows need to calve every 13 to 14 months to initiate a new lactation. The female, or heifer, calves born usually are raised to become potential replacements of cows in the dairy herd.

In a business sense, the heifers in the herd are your assets. Unlike all other aspects of your dairy business, such as machinery, equipment and facilities, the only assets that can replace themselves are the cows. In fact, the value of the cow as an asset is enhanced because she can replace herself. The traditional way to produce heifer replacements for the dairy herd was to get the adult females pregnant and hope for a female calf. The sex of the calf was largely unpredictable, and usually the ratio of female to male calves was about 52 to 48 percent. 

Since the early 1900s, scientists have been trying to develop a way to separate sperm into male and female producers. In the past few years, scientists have developed methods that can accurately sort a semen sample so that 90 percent of that sample carries the X, or female producing, chromosome. This means that from matings with artificially inseminated (AI) sires using such semen, 90 percent of the calves born should be female. This semen is referred to as gender-selected semen.

Obviously, using gender-selected semen can alter the ratio of female to male calves born in the dairy herd. Instead of expecting about half of the calves born to be female, that proportion is now about 90 percent. This could mean producing more heifer replacements for the herd, which you could then sell as heifers or use them to quickly expand your dairy herd or to replace unproductive cows. 
There is a downside, however, because research has shown that the conception rate using gender-selected sperm is reduced to 10 to 20 percent and is most generally recommended to be used only on heifers that have a naturally higher conception rate. Further, the cost of the semen is higher, partly due to the cost of the process of sorting the semen samples. Of course, the genetic quality of the sire that produced the semen and whose genetic characteristics will be transferred to his offspring is also an issue. Thus new technology presents multiple factors you need to consider before using.

For more information on dairy heifer replacements, contact the (COUNTY NAME) Cooperative Extension Service. 
Educational programs of the Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, sex, religion, disability or national origin. 
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