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Less Calf Pulling, More Management Pull  

  While attending Range Beef Cow Symposium, there was one presentation that really stood out 

to me. My immediate thoughts were that producers needed to hear this information. If you have 

read my past articles, I emphasize how important management strategies are to a producer’s 

profitability. Calving season has already started for some producer’s and is quickly approaching 

for others. With this article, I want to highlight management strategies before and during calving 

that could be the difference between a live and a dead calf. 

  Dystocia is defined as delayed or difficult parturition. Dystocia is the single most common 

cause of compromised calves. There are three general categories of dystocia: 

1. Fetal-maternal size mismatch (oversized calf or small maternal pelvis). 

2. Fetal malpresentation (Breach presentation or leg in wrong position). 

3. Maternal causes (Infection, hypocalcemia, maternal malnutrition). 

  So what can we do to reduce dystocia? Here are my three suggestions: 

1. Prebreeding management: Select sires for calving ease and dams for adequate pelvic size, 

breed heifers with size and ability in mind, and provide optimal nutrition during 

pregnancy. 

2. Calving time: Ensure that you are monitoring the cow from the beginning of calving to 

the end of calving. Be sure to RECORD these numbers for a later selection tool.  

3. Neonatal assistance: provide maternal and additional care when needed. 

  The calf is not only dependent on itself for survival but is also dependent on its mother. Poor 

maternal nutrition contributes to the occurrence of weak calves. Ideal body condition scores 

(BCS) for cows at calving are between 5.5-6 and for heifers 6.5-7 is ideal.  

  The first management tip I would like producer’s to incorporate into their herd if they haven’t 

already is a calf monitoring plan. The first step in implementing this plan could be to record the 

number of difficult calving’s using a 3 point dystocia scale in which ‘1’ is an unassisted birth, ‘2’ 

is a relatively easy pull, and ‘3’ is a hard pull or surgical extraction.  

  All calves should be assessed for vigor at birth. Be sure to record gender, live and dead births, 

time to stand, and time to suckle. Not only should calves be monitored, but the dam should also 

have close attention. This monitoring should include age (parity), BCS, breed, and any health 

problems that occur around delivery.  

  If these management tips are utilized, then evaluation of these traits over time can indicate 

whether or not management changes have reduced the occurrence and impact of dystocia. A 

comparison could be made between the incidence of dystocia and the number of stillbirths by the 

level of dystocia before and after the implementation of specific practices, such as using a new 

sire, or improving maternal nutrition.  



  What can farmers and employees practice to decrease incidences of dystocia? 

  First off, calving assistance should always be provided by a trained, competent person. It is 

important to implement the proper use of hygienic procedures, lubrication, chains, and other 

extraction equipment. Producers should have guidelines available for their workers that provide 

specific instruction on when and how to proceed during a dystocia case. Dystocia training for 

employees can help decrease the effects of dystocia. Improper or aggressive methods used by 

untrained personnel are likely to cause physical harm to themselves as well as well as to the calf. 

It was shown that when employees underwent a comprehensive educational program designed to 

improve calving management, practices of calving personnel, and communication with the farm 

team, the percentage of stillbirth percentage dropped from 15.5 to 6.5% after training. This is a 

60% decrease in stillbirths. If you calculate out the death of one calf, you must increase weaning 

weights by 50 pounds on the next eleven calves in order to make up for the loss in revenue. 

  Calves that undergo dystocia have shown to have increased morbidity and mortality through the 

preweaning period. Dystocial calves also have increased odds of experiencing respiratory or 

digestive disease. Dystocia will not only have an immediate effect on calves but can also affect 

those calves well into their lifetime. If we educate ourselves as well as our employees, then we 

will see a decrease in death loss.  

  So, is it worth it to take a few hours out of your work day to educate your employees on proper 

calving assistance? My answer is yes. Take these management tips and put them to good use on 

your farm. Feel free to contact myself if you are interested in attending a calving clinic in your 

local area. Stay tuned for Part 2 of proper calf management tips that you can incorporate into 

your herd in the future!      
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