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WHAT CAN I DO TO HELP MY COWS TRANSITION THRU CALVING 

  Today’s dairy cattle have been bred to give more milk than ever before. Parathyroid hormone is the key 

hormone the cow is using to maintain normal blood calcium levels. Because a cow doesn’t milk during the 

dry period, she doesn’t need the same amount of calcium daily. Her body’s parathyroid hormone level is 

down regulated during the dry period.  The key to a healthy transition to lactation is to increase the amount 

and activity of the parathyroid hormone and maintain normal blood calcium levels. 

 At calving a dairy cow is producing colostrum.  Colostrum contains 3 to 4 times the total calcium content of 

a dairy cow’s normal blood. Making colostrum can be a huge drain on her blood calcium level.  Cows with 

severely low blood calcium will go down due to paralysis in the typical “milk fever” syndrome.  Subclinical 

hypocalcemia (standing milk fever) is experienced by most cows at calving and low blood calcium levels can 

last for up to 10 days post calving. The signs of subclinical hypocalcemia (means low blood calcium) will be 

delayed calving where a cow or heifer fails to have uterine contractions due to a lazy uterus, and so doesn’t 

lay down and push the calf out.  The result is increased stillbirth calves.  If calved, some of these cows will fail 

to pass the afterbirth due to poor uterine contractions.  Cows with subclinical hypocalcemia, may calve, but 

after calving show open mouth breathing. They may be on their feet, but look dull and show no interest in 

eating. This slow appetite can last for the first week of lactation because it takes a cow time for her body to 

respond to the low blood calcium by activating more parathyroid hormone. Cows with reduced appetite and 

milking heavy are going to mobilize their body fat stores more quickly which can then predispose them to 

ketosis. 

  The immediate response to cows showing these signs should be to give calcium.  The calcium boluses and 

gels given orally are very effective aids to give fresh cows and heifers an extra calcium boost at calving.  

Research shows there is a cost effective health and production benefit to giving all cows and heifers a 

calcium bolus at calving.  Depending on the cow’s age, milk production and appetite, additional calcium may 

also be required.  

  The pre-calving ration needs to be properly balanced to help cows respond to the high calcium needs at 

calving.  Our goal is to stimulate the cow’s body to produce more parathyroid hormone before she calves, so 

when she calves this hormone is there and ready to work.  We can do this by making the pH of her blood 

more acidic. To do this the Dietary Cation Anion Balance of the diet before calving must be negative.  This 

means feeding a low potassium ration and often may require adding extra chloride ions from supplements 

such as BioChlor, Soychlor or Animate.



 

5 KEY MILK FEVER PREVENTION STRATEGIES 

1.    Avoid high potassium forages 

2.    Add chloride ions as needed (sulphate ions may also help) 

3.    Ration magnesium should be 0.4% ( rations with high potassium or non-  

   protein nitrogen have low magnesium absorption) 

4.    Keep diet Calcium low before calving to stimulate parathyroid hormone 

   (0.85% to 1.3%) 

      5.    Provide oral calcium treatment at calving 

    

Cows that calve and can move through the transition period without health problems will produce more 

milk and be easier to get pregnant.  They will continue to be productive members of the herd.  

 

2017 Herd Management Conference 

 

Dr. Gordie Jones will be speaking at the 2017 Herd Management Conference. For more information on 

transition cow diets, he is a good veterinarian to hear. If you are interested in attending the meeting in 

either Drayton or Tavistock, Mitchell Veterinary Services will cover the $25 registration cost. You do not 

have to be a current CanWest DHI customer to attend. Please let the office know by January 5, 2017 if you 

will be participating.   

 

On behalf of everyone at Mitchell Veterinary Services, we wish you a safe and happy 

holiday season, and may 2017 hold much happiness and prosperity for you and your 

family. 

December Shipments                         

The last day to place an order to be shipped before the Christmas break 

is:  Tuesday December 20, 2016 at NOON. 

We will ship only 1 day the following week – Wednesday December 28, 2016 – 

orders must be in by noon.   
We will resume regular shipping again on Tuesday January 3, 2017.



 
 

 

 

 

 

 


