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MANAGING
THE DRY COW 

The dry period between lactations is a 
period of ‘rest’ for the cow. The aim is 
to manage the cow in order to produce 
a healthy calf, prevent milk fever and 
associated metabolic disorders around the 
time of calving and to set the cow up for 
her next lactation and reproductive cycle.

HOW LONG 
SHOULD THE
DRY PERIOD BE?

The optimum dry cow period is 
eight weeks however this can vary. 
Factors influencing the length 
of the dry period are as follows:

• Body condition of cows in late 
lactation should be monitored. 
Thin and lame cows need a longer 
dry period to gain bodyweight.

• Lactation number should be a 
point of focus as cows entering 
their second lactation often fall 
behind the main herd.

• Cows scanned for multiple births 
should be dried off for at least 10 
-12 weeks.

• Forage quality and quantity 
available determines the energy 
intake.



MANAGING BODY CONDITION SCORE (BCS) IS 
THE KEY TO A SUCCESSFUL CALVING SEASON

OPTIMAL BODY CONDITION SCORE
(BCS) AT CALVING

Target BCS at drying off is between 2.75 and 
3.0. Group cows according to condition score if 
there are a lot of cows outside the optimal range. 

Target BCS at calving is between 3.0 and 
3.25 with a slightly higher target of up to 
3.50 for in-calf heifers entering the herd. If a 
cow needs to gain 0.5 BCS that is a required 
gain of 25 kgs liveweight. Table 1 focuses on 
a targeted feed plan for cows depending on 
body condition and silage quality.

Excessive body condition
at calving > 3.50 
Cows calving with excessive condition have 
lower appetite after calving, reduced energy 
intake and are prone to loosing excess body 
weight in early lactation. Over conditioned cows 
mobilise excess body fat leading to a higher 
risk of metabolic disorders such as ketosis, sub 
clinical milk fever and displaced abomasums. If 
cows have a BCS at drying off greater than 3.25 
their energy intake needs to be restricted and 
a correct feed plan put in place (see Table 1).

The most important aspect of dry cow 
nutrition is to ensure cows are at the 
correct body condition score (BCS) at 
calving. A single unit of body condition 
(1 BCS) is equivalent to approximately 
50 kgs liveweight. Check BCS of the 
herd at least 3 months before the 
calving season commences. The target 
is 90% of the herd should be within 
the optimal range. 

POOR CONDITION OPTIMAL BCS OVER CONDITIONED

Below optimum body 
condition at calving < 2.75 
Cows calving down in poor condition 
are weaker at calving with suppressed 
immunity and less energy reserves for 
milk production. Lameness can be a 
cause of thin cows in late lactation 
and in turn thin cows at calving are 
also more prone to lameness in early 
lactation. Dry off thin cows earlier than 
the main herd and have a targeted 
feed programme in place.
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MINERALS AND
VITAMINS IN THE
PRE-CALVING PERIOD

An effective dry cow mineral should be balanced for vitamins, macro and trace minerals. 
Minerals can be fed through a diet feeder or fed twice per day on top of silage for a 
minimum of eight weeks before calving. Many of the technical calls that Bretts Ruminant 
Support Team deal with at calving are often linked to retained afterbirth, milk fever or 
weak calves. In many cases inadequate mineral supplementation is the issue and may be 
due to tight feed space; inaccurate weighing of minerals or minerals not being fed for the 
recommended 8 weeks. For further information please contact your Bretts Technical Sales 
Representative or Bretts Ruminant Support Specialists.

‘Conc’ covers the term concentrate or meal.

*Good quality silage must be restricted to cows if BCS is 
> 3 at dry off. It can be diluted with a lower energy feed 
such as straw but needs to be balanced for protein.

NUTRITIONAL 
REQUIREMENTS

Cows require an increasing amount of 
energy and protein in the final 3 months 
before calving. Silage quality and BCS 
will determine the feeding plan. Silage 
should be analysed to ensure an accurate 
assessment of feed value.

TABLE 1
Recommended nutritional programmed depending on silage 
quality, BCS at drying off and the length of the dry period.

SILAGE
QUALITY 

BCS ≤ 2.5
AT DRY OFF

BCS 2.75
AT DRY OFF

BCS > 3.0
AT DRY OFF

12-14 weeks dry 8-10 weeks dry 8 weeks dry 

> 72 % DMD Silage + 1 kg conc Silage ad-lib Restrict silage /dilute*

68 - 72 % DMD Silage + 2 kg conc Silage + 1 kg conc Silage ad-lib

64 - 68 % DMD Silage + 3 kg conc Silage + 2 kg conc Silage + 1 kg conc

ENSURE ADEQUATE 
FEED SPACE AND 
ACCESS TO CLEAN 

WATER TO MAXIMISE 
FEED INTAKE.



Reviva is our product of choice, to guarantee cows a quick recovery post calving. It 
restores electrolyte balance and provides a quick source of energy, calcium and vitamin 
E. Reviva should be offered to cows that have experienced a difficult calving, have 
given birth to twins, have a previous history of milk fever or greater than 5 lactations.

Reviva® 
Bretts Ruminant Support Specialists 
are acutely aware that even with 
good management and correct 
nutrition, there is always room for 
continued improvement. Based on 
scientific evidence and our own on-
farm experience, Reviva is delivering 
excellent results at farm level.

Reviva is a very palatable calcium 
and energy supplement that is given 
to cows as a drink, immediately, 
post calving. Calving is like running 
a marathon and there is a loss of 
important fluids during the birthing 
process. Reviva provides important 
electrolytes to help re-hydrate the 
cow and stimulates appetite post-
calving. It provides a readily available 
source of calcium and Vitamin D3 
which is a vital aid in the prevention 
of milk fever. This supplement also 
provides key vitamins and trace 
minerals to improve the immunity 
of the cow and helps to reduce the 
incidence of metabolic disorders.
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