
 

Preparing your cow herd 
for the calving season 

East Gippsland cows have had a tough couple of years and are maybe in low 

condition score approaching the autumn calving season. Feeding cows is vitally 

important to achieve the right body condition for calving, rearing the calf and then to 

re-join 8 to 10 weeks post calving. 

The key principle is to have your cows fit and healthy and not overly fat. Muscle strength, energy reserves and good nutrition are 

vital for cows to give birth and provide for the calf.  

The target condition score for autumn calving is 3.0 on a scale of 1-5. Condition scoring is a very useful management aid to predict 

the body fat reserves of calving cows and estimate the nutritional requirements for the cow herd.  

The basic nutritional requirements are the same as normally required, being energy, protein and fibre and good quality water 

supplies. 

Enough energy is required for general body functions, such as walking around, pumping blood, digestion, fat deposition and foetal 

growth. 

Protein is required for muscle replacement, growth, repairs to body organs plus muscle and bone growth for the unborn calf. 

Enough fibre is required to provide some energy that is released during digestion through breakup of cellulose, for regulation of the 

passage of the feed through the digestive system and to stimulate rumination.  The fibre is rechewed by the cow known as cud 

chewing which produces saliva which helps to buffer the pH in the rumen.  

The diet of a cow in the weeks prior to calving should contain a balance of all three of these components. This can be achieved with 

a combination of pasture and hay and / or pellets.  

If feeding pasture, try to avoid lush green pastures as the cow will consume excessive amounts leading to overfat cows and a larger 

calf size. Also, a cow with a full belly of grass will be less relaxed at calving due to having a full rumen.  

Cows a couple of months off calving can have a diet of pasture if available, plus hay every second day and pellets if pasture feed 

availability is very low or the hay is poor quality and you need some additional energy in the diet. Quality pasture hay is the best 

option. Try to have dry cows in or near condition score 3. 

Once the cows are within a fortnight of calving, draft off the cows that are closest to calving and move them to a paddock where 

they can be monitored twice daily.  Pasture hay fed in hay rings in the calving paddock works well and can be fed in conjunction 

with some pasture by moving a strip grazing fence each day.   

Avoid high protein hays such as vetch or lucerne hay as this will add too much protein into the diet and push up calf size.  If 

possible, put the hay ring at the opposite end of the paddock to the water trough to make the cows  get exercise and maintain 

muscle tone. 

If feed is in short supply or if the pasture hay is poor quality, the diet can be supplemented with pellets, but once again avoid high 

protein and do not feed dairy cow lactation pellets as they contain higher levels of calcium which may increase the incidence of milk 

fever. Dairy pellets are best kept for after calving.  

If the cow and calf have bonded and the calf is feeding well, they can be drifted out of the calving paddock into a paddock with 

higher quality pasture and higher protein pellets or good quality hay.   

The cow’s nutritional requirements double once she is feeding the calf. Adequate quality feed is needed to reduce weight loss and 

regain condition back onto the cow, so the cow is ready to return to oestrus (cycling) at around day 85 after calving.   

Often a cow will drop in condition post calving by half a condition score (CS 3 down to CS 2.5) but with adequate nutrition the cow 

should regain condition by day 85 and be ready to cycle.    
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ACCESSIBILITY 

If you would like to receive this publication in an 

accessible format, please email the Beef Sheep Network 

on beef.sheepnetworks@agriculture.vic.gov.au   

This document is also available in Word format at 

https://agriculture.vic.gov.au/support-and-

resources/newsletters/newsflash 
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