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Three Stages During Calving, Three Tips After Calving  

  As promised, here is Part 2 from the previous article written on “Less Calf Pulling, More 

Management Pull”. So far we have discussed dystocia, management tips to decrease dystocia, 

and training your employees to decrease the number of dystocia cases. It is now time to visit the 

different stages of parturition (calving) and calf health following parturition. 

  There are 3 major stages in the calving process that will be discussed. It can be difficult to 

know when to intervene and what stage the cow is currently in.  

 Stage 1: This stage is commonly characterized by cervical dilation and uterine 

contractions that are usually not as evident as abdominal contractions. Some symptoms to 

watch for during this stage are restlessness or going off of feed. This is caused by the cow 

undergoing discomfort caused by the uterine contractions. This stage usually lasts 2 to 6 

hours but could be longer in heifers.  

 Stage 2: During stage 2, uterine contractions continue and abdominal contractions start to 

become evident. Stage 2 will end in the delivery of a fetus. This process usually takes less 

than 2 hours for mature cows but up to 4 hours for heifers.  

 Stage 3: During stage 3, the fetal membranes (placenta) are expelled as the uterus 

continues to contract. This stage can be completed in minutes but can also take days if the 

placenta is retained. If you notice the cow has not passed the placenta, contact your 

veterinarian as a retained placenta can cause serious infection and loss of the cow. 

 

  In my experience, conversations with producers about calving don’t usually sound like, “Man I 

really jumped the gun and ended up losing that calf from a lack of patience”. Usually my 

conversations sound more like, “I saw her having trouble, but I thought she could probably 

handle it”. Unfortunately, the second conversation choice is usually the one that doesn’t go as 

smooth. Frequently observing cows close to calving is key to good management practices. It is 

vitally important to know how the labor is progressing and how much time has elapsed since 

labor began. If these key tips are known then it is very valuable to the veterinarian if he needs to 

intervene. Many studies have shown that producers don’t observe cattle enough during labor and 

do not intervene early enough in the calving process. 

  With cases experiencing dystocia, what is the next step after calving? There are 3 simple tips to 

remember following intervention:  Stimulate Respiration, Maintain Body Temperature and 

Increase Blood Volume via Colostrum. 

  Even though calves are born with an increased level of carbon dioxide to stimulate respiration, 

sometimes calves still need assistance with breathing. To help calves breathe, mucus in the upper 

airway should be removed via suction or putting a piece of straw in the nose. Studies have shown 

that calves delivered by caesarean section have improved gas exchange and acidosis correction 

when they are suspended for 90 seconds or less or placed in sternal recumbency (front legs back, 



back legs forward) compared to calves placed in lateral recumbency. However, the weight of the 

digestive tract on the diaphragm when calves are suspended makes it more difficult for calves to 

breathe. Rather than suspending calves upside down, it is preferred to place calves in sternal 

recumbency immediately after birth. It is also very important to vigorously rub the calves 

following birth for stimulation.  

  Body temperature is extremely important with newborn calves. Newborn calves regulate their 

body temperature by the catabolism of brown fat and by activity. Approximately 2% of calf body 

weight is brown fat. Brown fat is used to create body heat. It has been shown that hypothermia, 

or body temperatures below 98.6 degrees, occurs in up to 25% of calves at birth. Calves that can 

maintain their own body heat should never have a body temperature less than 101 degrees. In 

order to reduce heat loss in calves, place them in a warm area off of concrete and make sure the 

calves are dry as soon as possible. It also helps to provide a very warm water bottle or even 

immersing the calves in a hot water bath has been shown to decrease cases of hypothermia.  

  Once the calves are breathing normally and put in a warm environment for heat regulation, 

administering high quality colostrum is one of the most important practices to increase calves’ 

survival and productivity. Colostrum also provides essential fluids that are absorbed by the 

calves, increasing blood volume, thereby improving circulation and resolution of acidosis. 

Colostrum is also a great source of energy. This important tip is one of the most valuable things 

you can do for a calf. 

  So, that’s it. It is just that simple! We all wish that all of these steps happened smoothly, but the 

reality of that happening is not likely. What I hope to achieve through writing this article is for 

you to learn at least one more tactic on how to save a calf that is under distress. Please feel free 

to contact me with any questions on calving at the Washington office or by email at 

kbrockus@ksue.edu.   
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