
 

Calving Season: Tips + Tricks. 
 

Managing Your Calving Area: 
1. Keep your calving pens clean and dry, refreshing bedding as often as needed. Straw, corn stalks, saw 

dust, etc all make excellent choices for bedding if managed properly. 
2. Protect newborns from wind, rain, snow, etc.  Newborns are pretty hardy but still benefit from 

protection. A barn, lean-to, or windbreak can help protect calves. 
3. Maintain good airflow. If calving in a barn, make sure not to overcrowd, which may limit airflow. Despite 

the cold, an airtight barn is not the best option as it limits airflow, predisposing calves to pneumonia. 
4. Calve in groups. Older calves carry normal viruses and bacteria that their immune systems can tolerate, 

but can cause severe illness in a newborn. Consider grouping cows in two week calving intervals. 
Grouping cows in this way will limit the spread of disease from older to younger calves.  

 

Stages of Calving - Knowing When to Intervene. 
● Stage 1: Pre-Labor. During this stage the cervix/birth canal begins to dilate and uterine contractions 

begin. The cow may back off feed, isolate herself from the herd or display signs of restlessness. This is 
the longest stage, lasting anywhere from 2-8 hours, potentially longer in heifers. 

● Stage 2: Active Labor. This stage begins when the water bag breaks and uterine/abdominal 
contractions become apparent. Once the water breaks, the "one-hour rule" applies. The one hour rule 
implies that some progress should be seen within 1 hour. The progress can be as tiny as a visible foot or 
as momentous as a calf on the ground. If the cow fails to make progress within one hour of the water 
breaking despite abdominal and uterine contractions she should be evaluated to determine if the calf is 
positioned correctly for normal birth. **This is the time to assist, and call for help if necessary!** This 
stage usually lasts 1-2 hours but can be up to 4 hours in heifers. 

● Stage 3: "Cleaning". This is the last stage, passage of the fetal membranes (placenta/cleanings). On 
average this should occur naturally within 3 hours but may take longer. If the fetal membranes remain 12 
hours after birth, this is considered a retained placenta and the cow needs to be watched closely to 
ensure a normal appetite is maintained and they eventually clean. 

 

Newborn Care: 
● Ensure a dry & warm environment to allow the calf time to dry off. This is especially important on cold 

winter/early spring days. 
● Dip navel. Dipping the navel with an antiseptic such as 7% iodine or Navel Guard after birth aids in 

preventing navel/umbilical infections. 
● Colostrum is the most important meal a calf receives. A calf should stand within the first 4 hours of birth 

and nurse colostrum from the cow. In certain situations, this may require catching the cow or assisting 
the calf to ensure they receive these essential nutrients.  

● Colostrum replacer. If the cow does not have colostrum or is unwilling to care for the calf, a colostrum 
replacer administered within the first 24 hours of life can provide these essential nutrients. [Note: 
Colostrum supplement is NOT the same as colostrum replacer!] The best colostrum replacers contain a 
minimum of 150 grams of Immunoglobulins. 

● Processing. Birth may be the only time available to process the newborn. This may include placing an 
ear tag, giving vaccines (i.e. Inforce 3 and/or Calfguard), or banding/castration.  

● Inforce 3: An intranasal vaccine that protects calves from 3 common respiratory viruses. This vaccine is 
given as one dose in the nostril, immediately at birth. 
Calfguard: An oral vaccine that provides protection from Rotavirus & Coronavirus, two common causes 
of diarrhea in young calves. This vaccine must be given orally immediately at birth, before colostrum is 
consumed. 
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