
Spring 
Health 
Strategies
Establishing the necessary ground work for your 
herd health can enhance performance in calves.

by Kevin Hill

For cattle producers, a successful cow/calf program starts in the 
spring. That is critically important this year, given the harsh 
winter faced by cattle across the country. 

Among the many important management decisions producers need 
to consider are strategies to keep calves alive and healthy until weaning, 
and getting cows rebred. These will significantly impact fall profits on 
calves and be the start to next year’s calf crop. Thankfully, there are 
several strategies producers can implement to help cows thrive through 
breeding and gestation, and to help calves maximize their growth 
potential to pay dividends as they transition to the feedlot. Kevin Hill, 
D.V.M., technical services manager for Merck Animal Health, offers the 
following strategies:

Build a herd health protocol
Your veterinarian can play an important role in helping you identify 
the pathogens and disease challenges that have the most significant 
impact in your area. Work with them to build a health protocol specific 
to the animals in your herd. They will provide sound recommendations 
on cow vaccinations to optimize conception and prevent abortion. In 
calves, the primary herd health protocols should focus on prevention of 
respiratory disease. As part of your herd health protocol, bulls should 
also be vaccinated and tested for trichomoniasis.  

Implant calves for increased weight gain
To increase weaning weights by 20 to 25 pounds per calf, producers 
should consider implanting calves. For an investment of approximately 
$1.50 per head, implants result in a $30 to $40 increase in calf value in 
today’s market.1 

Vaccinate cows for breeding success
In order to achieve maximum reproductive protection, producers 
should vaccinate cows five to eight weeks before rebreeding. This helps 
protect against viral and bacterial pathogens that can reduce fertility 
or trigger abortions. Combination vaccines achieve the necessary 
protection in one dose. 

Vaccinate calves to combat viral and bacterial diseases
Protecting calves against respiratory diseases is essential for a 
successful fall marketing program. Both viruses and bacterial diseases 
can significantly impact calf performance. The biggest concerns are 
Infectious Bovine Rhinotracheitis (IBR), Bovine Viral Diarrhea (BVD), 
Bovine Respiratory Syncytial Virus (BRSV) and pneumonia caused by 
Mannheimia haemolytica or Pasteurell multocida. By properly vaccinating in 
the spring, calves are ready to respond rapidly to weaning vaccines.

Use intranasal vaccines in calves to maximize immune response
Intranasal vaccines promote a strong immune response directly 
on mucosal surfaces in the nasal passages — the portal of entry for 
respiratory infection in cattle. 

Eliminate internal parasites for increased performance2
Prior to turnout, cattle should be effectively dewormed to help eliminate 
parasites and keep animals performing their best. This will keep cows 
eating more, milking better and ultimately produce a heavier calf. 
Research shows that a deworming program using fenbendazole will 
consistently reduce fecal egg counts by more than 90 percent.3 Work 
with your veterinarian for the diagnosis, treatment and control of 
internal parasites.

Control pinkeye to keep cattle healthy
Pinkeye causes significant health challenges in cattle across the country, 
but it can be controlled through on-farm fly control management and 
a vaccine that induces protection against bacterial infections of the eye. 
In areas with heavy fly pressure, fly tags in cows and calves can also 
provide significant protection from corneal damage due to flies.4

Not only will implementing these turnout strategies mean healthier 
cattle through the summer, but they will also result in added value 
when marketing calves in the fall. Providing buyers with a signed 
certificate, especially one verified by your veterinarian, documenting 
the health history of your calves will result in a premium paid by buyers 
of $15 to $35 per head.5 This documentation should include products 
and practices used, including vaccinations, parasite control and other 
treatments, and application dates.

To learn more about Merck Animal Health vaccines and protocols 
— such as Vac 45 preconditioning program for healthier, higher-value 
calves — contact your veterinarian and visit MAHCattle.com.  

Editor’s Note: This article was provided by Merck Animal Health. 
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