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Getting Heifers Rebred:

Breeding 2-Year-Olds

by Heather Smith Thomas It pays to keep heifers separate

Tactics to keep young from the mature cows, before
he 2-year-old year is the cows in the herd and after calving, so that their
I toughest time of a cow’s Some ranchers breed their heifers nutrition can be managed

life. She’s nursing her to start calving two weeks before differently. It’s also easier to keep
first calf, still growing herself and the cow herd to give the heifers track of their calves to check on
needs enough nutrition and body more time to rebreed. Whether them; heifers’ calves sometimes
condition to cycle on schedule after  the heifers are bred using artificial need more attention healthwise
calving; otherwise, she may end up insemination (AI) or by a bull, than calves from mature cows.
open or calving late next year. It can  giving them an early but short Young cows don’t compete with
be a challenge to get heifers rebred  breeding season (culling any that older cows very well for feed.
without losing ground in their don’t breed) ensures that all the Keeping them separate before
calving schedules. Heifers typically heifers calve in the first half of and after calving can increase
need more care and management calving season. conception rate on young cows,

than mature cows.

The 2-year-old is generally
the most valuable and
expensive animal in the cow
herd; she has not yet generated
any income (her young, first
calf has not yet been sold),
but a lot of money has been
invested in her — to raise or
purchase her. If she fails to
stay in the herd, she will be a
significant financial loss. It pays
to invest more management
to get her rebred than to start
over with another heifer.

Young cows need a higher
plane of nutrition than
mature cows. Only after a
heifer meets her potential for
milk production and body
requirements for maintenance
and growth will she channel
energy into reproduction.
Reproduction is a luxury that
only occurs after other body
needs are met.

A 2-year-old is shedding her
baby teeth and her permanent
teeth are coming in. She may
not be eating as well due to mouth
discomfort. If she is lactating during
this time of inadequate nutrition,
she’ll rob body fat to keep up her
milk production. A young cow
losing weight generally won’t come
into heat.
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Reproduction is a
luxury that only
occurs after other
body needs are met.

and their body condition
scores stay higher. If they

are on pasture, they can be
supplemented with protein if
they need it.

One rancher says that when
he changed his management
so he could keep his heifers
separate all the way through
breeding season, his first-calf
heifers increased conception
rates by 10-15%. Now they have
an excellent rate of conception
even on their first Al cycle as
2-year-olds.

They are not fed any more
feed than the older cows;
keeping them separate just
reduces competition so they
can get their share. It’s also
very important to have a good
mineral program, since mineral
deficiency can be a cause of
reduced reproductive success.

Early weaning in a drought
If a young cow is thin, she may
not rebreed. Even if she breeds
back after her first calf, she
may be too thin during her second
pregnancy to rebreed the next time.
In a drought, often the easiest way
to remedy this problem is to wean
calves early and give young cows

a better chance to regain body
condition before their next calving.
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This strategy is more cost effective
than trying to purchase extra feed to
pour into lactating animals; it costs
less to feed the calf after early weaning
than to feed his mama while she’s
raising him.

Nutrition tips

A thin cow or heifer won't settle as
readily as an individual in good flesh;
if she is too thin, she won’t even cycle.
This problem can be especially true
with 2-year-olds because they are

still growing.

In some instances, however, too
much nutrition can be as detrimental
as too little. A cow or heifer that’s
too fat may have fertility problems or
difficulty calving because there’s too
much fat in the pelvic area. Fat takes
up space and makes it harder for the
calf to come through easily, and a
fat cow or heifer tires more readily
during labor — requiring assistance
to deliver the calf in a timely fashion.

Cows consuming excessively high
levels of protein will also have problems
with conception, according to Ron
Skinner, a veterinarian and seedstock
producer near Hall, Mont. Beef cows
do not need second and third cutting
alfalfa hay, except in small amounts,
used as a supplement to augment low-
protein pastures or poor quality hay.

“High protein is an enemy, I've
come to realize in the past dozen
years. I do a lot of AT and embryo
transplants and it’s been interesting to
watch what happens with the number
of eggs you get, quality of the eggs, and
fertilization of eggs, when cows are on
different rations. This also plays a role
in conception rates in Al programs,”
he says.

Skinner consults with ranchers
on nutrition and mineral programs
and also helps them resolve breeding
issues. Some ask for help when they
have low conception rates, such as
50% with embryos or only 60% with
Al “When we make changes in the
rations, these rates improve,” he says.

“When I started doing embryo work
in my own herd 35 years ago, I thought
I could help those cows by putting them
on high quality alfalfa hay. I learned
several things — first that they eat too
much because they really like it — and
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this feed goes through them too fast.
Another problem with feeding a high
protein diet is that it builds up a too-
high urea level in the uterine fluids,
blood stream, and changes the pH,
and this really hurts conception rates,”
Skinner says.

He learned to adjust the protein
level in the diet to a lower, more
optimum level. “Now if we flush six
cows we'll get 100 good eggs or more.
The national average is seven eggs
per cow on a flush. Our average is
around 15 to 18 eggs per cow. Our Al
conception rate is in the low 80s and
we get well over 70% conception rate
on embryos.

“We were not able to do that until
the last few years, after we changed
our nutrition management on cows
in the period we’re giving shots, three
weeks before the flush. This taught me
that some of the commonly accepted
nutrition programs are off base and
that all the alfalfa hay we were using in
beef cattle now may be doing us more
harm than good,” he says.

Dairy quality alfalfa is usually cut
before bloom stage, for maximum
protein, but alfalfa for beef cows can be
cut later to get more tonnage and lower
protein levels. Mixed alfalfa/grass hay
is usually adequate for beef cows, with
more protein than they actually need,
Skinner explains.

One of the most important aspects
of nutrition is to make sure trace
mineral levels are adequate since many
regions are short on crucial minerals
like copper, zinc and selenium. It pays
for a producer to check hay for mineral

levels every few years. These may be
low or rendered unavailable if tied
up by other minerals. “Three things
that can tie up trace minerals are
iron, sulfur and molybdenum. If you
have excessive amounts of these, it will
interfere with the body’s absorption of
trace minerals,” says Skinner. “This can
cause weight loss, delay in puberty for
heifers, and health issues.”

Adequate levels of trace minerals
in the diet of a beef cow are especially
important in the 60 days before calving
and also after calving — all the way
through breeding. “Nearly 70% of the
U.S. is copper deficient, and about 50%
is zinc deficient,” Skinner says. Certain
geographic areas are also very selenium
deficient. Producers should know what
their soils and feeds contain, so they
can make adjustments if needed. HW
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Preventing dystocia can shorten breed-back interval

Heifers that calve quickly and easily are stressed less than heifers experiencing
prolonged birth. The reproductive tract recovers quicker, and the heifer is able to return
to heat on schedule. To ensure maximum chance for rebreeding, heifers should be

bred to bulls that sire easily born calves and should be watched and assisted at calving,
if needed. Some heifers may still have large calves (no matter what they are bred to) if

they themselves were large at birth.

Studies in Montana in the 1980s found that giving assistance (to speed the birth) if
a heifer hasn't delivered her calf within one hour after the tips of the calf’s feet start to
show at the vulva can make a big difference in breed back.

For every 10 minutes the birth is delayed beyond that “golden hour,” another two
days is generally added to the time it takes the heifer to recover and cycle. Another
study showed that heifers experiencing prolonged birth were 35% more likely to be

open at the end of breeding season. HW
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