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Chapter 4: Heifer Housing 
Replacement animals can be housed in similar housing systems to lactating cows, such as free-stalls, 

deep-bedded packs, and compost-bedded packs (see Chapter 1 for more details). This chapter will 

discuss housing dimensions and recommendations for heifers. Some considerations for heifer 

management will also be reviewed, such as grouping and breeding management.  

Outline: 
1. Housing space considerations 

1.1 Determining the number of replacement heifers 

2. Lying areas 

2.1 3 to 6 months 

2.2 Stalls 

2.3 Bedded packs 

2.4 Types of bedding 

3. Alleys  

4. Feed bunks 

4.1 Feed bunk space per animal 

4.2 Manger curb height at feed bunk  

5. Water troughs 

6. Heifer groups 

6.1 Considerations for regrouping heifers 

7. Lighting 

8. Ventilation 

9. Hoof health 

10. Breeding management 

11. Considerations for interventions and handling 

12. Custom rearing facilities 

13. References 
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Videos related to Chapter 4. Heifer Housing:  

• Barn Design  

• Resting areas  

• Flooring    

• Feed bunks and water troughs  

1. Housing space considerations 

1.1 Determining the number of replacement heifers  

To determine the amount of space required for housing heifers, the number of replacement heifers to 

be housed needs to be established. Several farm-specific factors must therefore be taken into 

consideration.  

Examples of consideration for heifer housing space: 

• Number of adult cows in the herd 

• Annual turnover rate in the herd 

• Mortality and culling rates for the different stages of development 

• Age of first calving for heifers 

• Potential expansion and herd size increase 

• Expected maximum of calves born during the busiest calving months 

• Age at which male cattle are removed from the herd 

 

Table 1. An estimation for the number of replacement animals by age needed for a herd of 100 adult 

cows with a 25% replacement rate, a 24-month calving age, 8% non-completion rate and a 5% security 

margin. This farm does not keep male calves past 2 weeks of age.  

Age (months) Number of animals 

0 – 2  5 female calves 

3 – 6  9 heifers 

7 – 12  14 heifers 

13 – 18  14 heifers 

19 – 24  14 heifers 

 

When building a new facility, plan for at least an extra 10 % of housing capacity, particularly for the 

young calves’ area, to ensure that heifers have enough room for each group during busy calving periods. 

Additionally, when constructing a new building or redeveloping a replacement barn, it is essential to 

include additional space for potential future herd expansion. Taking into account the above 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X9Iqph8fhBc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3jg8QI9BDf8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X9Iqph8fhBc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjHxIioVukU
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considerations, each farm should determine the space required for heifer facilities based on specific 

needs.  

2. Lying areas 

2.1 3 to 6 months 

Housing recently weaned heifers on a bedded pack/pen could reduce the stress of changing groups after 

weaning, as the bedded space is similar to that provided during the pre-weaning phase. It is advisable to 

make one change at a time for recently weaned heifers to reduce stress and help avoid adverse effects 

on growth and health. Additionally, bedded packs/pens often accommodate a thicker layer of bedding 

than stalls, which may be preferable for keeping young heifers warm in cold weather, as they produce 

less metabolic heat compared to older cattle. See Section 2.3, Bedded Packs, for more information on 

bedded packs and details on the recommended lying space per heifer group.  

 

2.2 Stalls 

Heifers should be housed in facilities that minimize the risk of premature injury and provide a spacious 

environment suitable for their size. To assist in designing stalls to fit heifers, stall sizes can be calculated 

based on the average body dimensions or weight of the largest heifers in each heifer group. The body 

measurements used in the calculation for stall dimensions are hip height and hip width, outlined in 

Figure 1. The calculations presented in Tables 1 and 2 can help determine stall dimensions and estimates 

based on heifer size.  

 

 
Figure 1: Animal dimensions to consider when designing stalls for heifers. Based on: The Barn; A Source 

of Comfort - Practical Guide to Evaluating and Improving Comfort in the Barn, Valacta, 2014.   

 

https://lactanet.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/guide-confort-ang-v3-version-finale-2015-02-02.pdf
https://lactanet.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/guide-confort-ang-v3-version-finale-2015-02-02.pdf
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Figure 2: Example of stall descriptions outlined in Tables 2 and 3. Based on: The Barn; A Source of 

Comfort - Practical Guide to Evaluating and Improving Comfort in the Barn, Valacta, 2014. 

Table 2. Stall dimensions for Holstein heifers. See Figure 2 for an illustration of the dimension’s description.  

AGE (IN MONTHS) 3-4 5-7 8-11 12-15 16-19 
20-PRE-

CALVING 
MEAN BODY WEIGHT (KG) 125 195 300 410 500 570 

 Description  Formulas1       

A  Total length in inches 
(cm) (facing a wall)  

2 x HH  
90 

(228) 
101 

(256) 
110 

(279) 
116 

(293) 
120 

(305) 
123 

(312) 
B  Length per animal in 

inches (cm) (head-to-
head) 

1.8 x HH  
81 

(206) 
91 

(230) 
99 

(251) 
104 

(264) 
108 

(275) 
111 

(281) 

C  Lying space length in 
(cm)   

1.2 x HH  
54 

(137) 
60 

(153) 
66 

(167) 
69 

(176) 
72 

(183) 
74 

(187) 
D  Neck-rail height in 

inches (cm)   
0.83 x HH  

37 
(95) 

42 
(106) 

46 
(116) 

48 
(122) 

50 
(127) 

51 
(130) 

E  Neck-rail distance in 
inches (cm)   

1.2 x HH – 2’’  
52 

(132) 
58 

(148) 
64 

(162) 
67 

(171) 
70 

(178) 
72 

(182) 
F  Brisket locator height 

in inches (cm)   
≤ 4  

(10) 

≤ 4  

(10) 

≤ 4  

(10)  

≤ 4  

(10) 

≤ 4 

(10) 

≤ 4 

(10) 
≤ 4  

(10) 
G  Deterrent strap 

height in inches (cm)   0.7 x HH  
31 

(80) 
25-35 
(89) 

27-
38 

(97) 

29-40 
(103) 

30-42 
(107) 

31-43 
(109) 

H  Platform height in 
inches (cm)   

≤ 8 

(20)  

≤ 8 

(20)  

≤ 8 

(20)  

≤ 8 

(20)  
≤ 8  

(20) 

≤ 8 

(20) 
≤ 8  

(20) 
    Stall width in inches 

(cm)   
2 x HW 

24 
(61) 

30 
(76) 

36 
(91) 

40 
(101) 

43 
(109) 

45 
(115) 

1HH = Hip height, HW = Hip with. The values used in these calculations correspond to the 90th percentile of the 
respective measurement taken on Holstein heifers from several Canadian commercial herds in 2021 and 2022.  
 

https://lactanet.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/guide-confort-ang-v3-version-finale-2015-02-02.pdf
https://lactanet.ca/wp-content/uploads/2015/01/guide-confort-ang-v3-version-finale-2015-02-02.pdf
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Table 3. Stall dimensions for Jersey heifers. See Figure 2 for an illustration of the dimension’s description.  

AGE (IN MONTHS) 3-4 5-7 8-11 12-15 16-19 
20-PRE-

CALVING 
MEAN BODY WEIGHT (KG) 85 135 200 270 330 375 

 Description   Formulas1       

A  Total length in 
inches (cm) (facing 
a wall)  

2 x HH  
82 

(210) 
90 

(230) 
98 

(249) 
103 

(263) 
108 

(273) 
110 

(280) 

B  Length per animal 
in inches (cm) 
(head-to-head) 

1.8 x HH  
74 

(189) 
81 

(207) 
88 

(224) 
93 

(236) 
97 

(246) 
99 

(252) 

C  Lying space length 
in (cm)   

1.2 x HH  
49 

(126) 
54 

(138) 
59 

(149) 
62 

(158) 
65 

(164) 
66 

(168) 
D  Neck-rail height in 

inches (cm)   
0.83 x HH  

34 
(87) 

38 
(95) 

41 
(103) 

43 
(109) 

45 
(113) 

46 
(116) 

E  Neck-rail distance 
in inches (cm)   

1.2 x HH – 2 ‘’ 
47 

(121) 
52 

(133) 
57 

(144) 
60 

(152) 
63 

(159) 
64 

(163) 
F  Brisket locator 

height in inches 
(cm)   

≤ 4  
(10)  

≤ 4  
(10)  

≤ 4  
(10) 

≤ 4  
(10) 

≤ 4  
(10) 

≤ 4  
(10) 

≤ 4  
(10) 

G  Deterrent strap 
height in inches 
(cm)   

0.7 x HH  
29 

(73) 
32 

(80) 
34 

(87) 
36 

(92) 
38 

(96) 
39 

(98) 

H  Platform height in 
inches (cm)   

≤ 8  
≤ 8 

(20)   
≤ 8 

(20)  
≤ 8 

(20)  
≤ 8 

(20)  
≤ 8 

(20)   
≤ 8 

(20)  
   Stall width in 

inches (cm)   
2 x HW 

20 
(51) 

24 
(61) 

28 
(72) 

32 
(81) 

34 
(88) 

36 
(92) 

1HH = Hip height, HW = Hip. The values used here corresponded to the 90th percentile and were derived from the 

relationship between body weight and hip height, and between hip height and hip width, observed in Holstein 

heifers. The body weights for Jersey heifers by age were extracted from the Lactanet database.  

 

The dimensions for the row of stalls (ex., stall length) and alley widths (Section 3. Alleys) in the heifer 

pens should be based on the largest animals in the groups. Therefore, if constructing a facility with a 

central feeding alley, building space can be saved by housing the youngest animals on one side of the 

feed alley and the oldest on the other side, potentially reducing the required building width.  
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Figure 3: Heifer stalls, Source: Ferme 7 Terres inc  

2.3 Bedded packs 

Bedded packs for groups of heifers may offer advantages in terms of comfort and freedom of 

movement. Less restrictive housing, such as bedded packs, is associated with improved resting 

behaviour and reduced risk of leg and hoof injuries (See Chapter 1 for more details).  

Common housing spaces such as bedded packs should: 

• Allow the whole group of animals to easily lie down simultaneously   

• Be large enough to keep the surface dry 

• Allow for easy access to machinery for cleaning (ex., tractor entrance point).  

It is recommended that water troughs be located in the alley rather than in the bedded area to avoid 

wet bedding. For more details on bedded packs, see Chapter 1, Section 1.1.  

Depending on housing design, it may be challenging to move and handle young animals on bedded 

packs. Consider installing an effective gate or restraint system to facilitate cleaning of the bedded area.  

The recommended lying space for a bedded pack area varies depending on height and weight (Table 4).  
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Table 4. Lying space for heifers 

 

Source: Adapted from Graves 2008, 

Penn State Housing Plans.  

2.4 Types of bedding 

The types of bedding that can be used, 

along with their associated advantages 

and disadvantages, are discussed in 

Chapter 1, Section 8.2.  

The Factsheet on bedding materials can 

also be consulted to compare different 

types of bedding (sheet developed as part of the training course Adaptation aux changements 

climatiques et réduction des émissions de gaz à effet de serre en production bovine funded through the 

Programme d'appui à la lutte contre les changements climatiques en agriculture, under the Plan d'action 

2013-2020 sur les changements climatiques. For free online training, visit https://asio.oaq.qc.ca). 

 

3. Alleys  

Alleys should provide sufficient space to allow heifers to move past each other (side by side) without 

disturbing one another, especially in areas near the feed bunk and water trough. Sufficient space in 

alleys can reduce the risk of competition and falling. 

Table 5. Suggested alley widths  

 
< 4 

months 
5-8 

months 
9-12 

months 
13-15 

months 
16-24 

months  

Alley width between stalls in ft 
(m) 

6 (1.8) 
8 – 10 

(2.4 – 3) 
10 – 12 

(3 – 3.7) 

10 – 12 

(3 – 3.7) 

10 – 12 
(3 – 3.7) 

Alley width between feed bunk 
and resting area in ft (m) 

10 (3) 
13 – 14 
(4 – 4.3) 

14 – 15 
(4.3 – 4.6) 

14 – 15 
(4.3 – 4.6) 

14 – 15 
(4.3 – 4.6) 

Source: Adapted from CRAAQ, 2008; Penn State, Calf and Heifer Housing; and Dairyland Initiative, 

Alleyway Dimensions  

4. Feed bunks 
Feed bunk space and design are important considerations for growing animals. Dry matter intake could 

be negatively affected by a lack of feed bunk space, competition, and inaccessibility at the feed bunk. 

Proper feed bunk space and design should allow more timid heifers to have equal opportunity to feed 

compared to more dominant heifers. Dividers and headlocks can help reduce competition between 

heifers at the feed bunk. Heifers introduced to headlocks should be closely monitored to ensure they 

Age (months) Weight (kg) ft2 (m2)/ head  

0-2 < 100 35 (3.3) 

3-6 150-200 40 (3.7) 

~10 300 50 (4.6) 

~14 400 60 (5.6) 

~18 500 70 (6.5) 

~22 600 80 (7.5) 

~24 700 100-120 (9.2-11) 

https://lactanetcanada.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Portail/Shared%20Documents/General/Version%202024/Technical%20Factsheets/Factsheets%20EN%20Final/2-%20Factsheet_Bedding%20materials_EN.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=hhXVSJ
https://asio.oaq.qc.ca/
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have adapted to accessing feed through the headlocks and have not reduced their feed intake. 

Additionally, to ensure heifers have continuous access to their ration, feed must be pushed up multiple 

times per day either manually or via robot feed pushers. Other options to maintain feed close to heifers 

include using hollow feeders, plastic or concrete barriers to keep feed close (see Chapter 1, Section 5 for 

details).  

The manger surface chosen must be: 

• Non-porous 

• Easy to clean 

• At the proper height  

For more information and visuals of feed bunk examples, please see the following video:  

Feed Bunks and Water Troughs 

4.1 Feed bunk space per animal 

The recommended feed bunk space varies depending on the heifer's stage of growth (weight and size).    

 
Figure 4: Heifer feed bunk with headlocks, Source: Ferme Laperle inc. 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjHxIioVukU
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Table 6. Estimated minimum space at feed bunk for Holsteins.  

Age in months Weight in lbs (kg) Space per head in inches (cm)  

2 210 (95) 14 (36) 

4  330 (150) 16 (41) 

6 465 (210) 18 (46) 

10 730 (330) 19 (48) 

14 955 (433) 20 (51) 

18 1150 (520) 24 (61) 

22 1300 (590) 26 (66) 

24 1355 (615) 30 (76) 

Source: Adapted from Lactanet article Housing for Newly Weaned Heifers: How and Why? - Part 2 and 

Dairyland Initiative, University of Wisconsin, Feed and Water Space Requirements  

ATTENTION! If certain feeds are distributed in limited quantities (ex., protein concentrate), accessibility 

to the feed bunk must be calculated so that all animals can eat simultaneously. 

4.2 Manger curb height at feed bunk 

The maximum height of the manger curb at the feed bunk should be calculated to ensure that heifers 

have easy and comfortable access to their feed. The calculation for the manger curb height at the feed 

bunk is approximately 0.33*hip height from the feed alley floor.  

Table 7. Estimated manger curb height based on the 0.33*hip height calculation with hip height 

measurements taken from several Canadian Herds in 2021 and 2022 

Age in 
months 

Weight in lbs (kg) for 
Holsteins 

Curb Height in inches 
(cm) for Holsteins 

Weight in lbs (kg) 
for Jerseys 

Curb Height in inches 
(cm) for Jerseys 

2 210 (95) 13 (32) 155 (70) 12 (30) 

4 330 (150) 14 (36) 230 (105) 13 (33) 

6 465 (210) 15 (39) 310 (140) 14 (36) 

10 730 (330) 17 (44) 485 (220) 16 (39) 

14 955 (433) 18 (47) 640 (290) 17 (42) 

18 1150 (520) 19 (48) 760 (345) 17 (44) 

22 1300 (590) 19 (48) 860 (390) 18 (45) 

24 1355 (615) 20 (50) 895 (405) 18 (45) 

The mean hip height was used in the calculation. Measures were taken on Holstein heifers from several Canadian 

commercial herds in 2021 and 2022, while those of Jerseys were estimated using their relationship with body 

https://lactanet.ca/en/housing-newly-weaned-heifers-2/
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weight observed in Holstein heifers. The body weights for Jersey heifers were extracted from the Lactanet 

database. 

 

5. Water troughs 
A clean, clear water supply with a constant flow rate should be available at all times. Sufficient drinking 

space should also be provided based on heifer size, with a minimum of 2 water access points per group 

to avoid competition. Note that in buildings where there is a risk of freezing temperatures, heated water 

troughs should be installed to ensure that heifers have consistent access to water. 

The minimum linear water trough space required: 

• 2 inches/heifer (approx. weight ≤ 150 kg) 

• 2.5 inches/heifer (approx. weight 200 kg) 

• 3 inches/heifer (approx. weight 300 kg) 

• 3.5 inches/cow 

Water troughs should also be installed at appropriate heights to encourage heifers to drink the water.  

Table 8. Maximum water height (age and weight comparison based on Holstein cattle)  

Approximate age in 
months 

Weight in lb (kg) Water height in inches (cm) 

5-7  331-441 (150-200) 29 (74) 

11.5 661 (300) 31 (79) 

15.5 882 (400) 33 (84) 

20 1102 (500) 34 (86) 

Source: Dairyland Initiative, University of Wisconsin, Feed and Water Space Requirements   

For more information and visual examples of water troughs, please see the following:  

• Video on Feed Bunks and Water Troughs 

• Chapter 1: Section 6. Water troughs 

 

6. Heifer groups 
Homogeneous grouping of heifers by weight and size facilitates housing management and feeding 

requirements.  

Considerations for grouping heifers: 

• Heifer size and age 

• Feeding requirements 

• Management needs  

o Ex., dehorning, activity monitoring, artificial insemination 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EjHxIioVukU
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The recommended number of heifers per group varies depending on the age and size of the heifers. It is 

recommended to house younger heifers in smaller groups to reduce competition and stress. Larger 

groups with more competition could negatively impact more submissive heifers, potentially hindering 

their development and weight gain. Smaller groups also facilitate heifer monitoring and may lead to 

earlier detection of heifers that are struggling and require special attention. Table 8 provides an 

example of heifer groups by age.  

Table 9. Option for grouping heifers, including the number of animals in the group and the maximum 

recommended difference in age and weight.  

 
Age in months 

3 - 4  5 - 8 9 - 12 13 - 15 16 - 24 

Number of animals per group 3-5 6-12 10-20 10-20 10-20 

Maximum age difference in months 0.75 2 2 6 6 

Maximum weight difference in lb (kg) 75 (34) 150 (68) 200 (90) 300 (135) 300 (135) 

Source: CRAAQ, 2008 

6.1 Considerations for regrouping heifers 

Relocating heifers into new groups (regrouping) can be a stressful experience for heifers. However, a 

study by Bøe and Færevik (2003) lists several management factors that may influence and reduce the 

adverse effects of regrouping heifers.  

List of management factors that may reduce the adverse effects of regrouping: 

• Reducing competition by ensuring a sufficient amount of lying space, feed bunk space, and alley 

space for heifers to maneuver around each other and for heifers to eat and lie down at the same 

time 

• Creating groups of heifers that have a similar composition and size 

• Early social housing of calves has been linked to reduced issues of regrouping later in life 

When regrouping heifers, it is also important to monitor them closely. Heifers that lose weight or 

become injured may need to be relocated.  

To reduce initial stress and facilitate the heifer's transition into new groups, it may be beneficial to move 

heifers to new groups a few hours after they have been fed. This ensures that each group of heifers 

receive their usual feed intake before relocation and reduces the chance of dominant animals becoming 

aggressive with new heifers at the feed bunk. This could reduce the risk of injury from slips and falls for 

the first few hours of interaction between the heifers. Relocating heifers to new groups later in the 

evening/at night could also help new heifers adapt to the group, as this is when heifers interact with 

each other less frequently.  
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7. Lighting 
Light management is an important factor to consider and can influence heifer development. A long-day 

photoperiod (LDPP), consisting of 16-18 hours of light at an intensity of 162-215 lux, followed by 6-8 

hours of darkness, has been found to have a positive effect on heifer development.   

A review by Dahl et al., 2000 found that LDPP has been linked to: 

• Accelerated onset of puberty  

• Increased growth rates 

• Stimulated mammary tissue growth 

To achieve proper lighting in heifer facilities and help achieve the potential benefits from a LDPP, ensure 

that: 

• Lighting is uniform throughout the building  

• Lights are easy to clean and are cleaned regularly to achieve appropriate light intensities 

• Lights are turned on and off at the same time daily 

• Windows or light inlets can be adjusted to block natural light from entering if they are 

preventing 6-8 hours of consecutive darkness 

8. Ventilation 
Considerations for ventilation in the winter 

Heifers may not produce as much heat as cows, which could reduce the efficiency of natural ventilation 

that uses thermal buoyancy (hot air rises) to move air in and out of the building when it is cold. The 

addition of mechanical ventilation can help maintain airflow and ensure consistent air movement in cold 

weather. For example, the addition of air through a positive pressure tube ventilation (PPTV) could help 

bring fresh air to a specific location where the air may be more stagnant (Figure 5).  

Considerations for ventilation in the summer 

Ventilation in the summer is crucial for providing fresh air and removing dust, gases, and heat, while 

reducing the risk of heat stress. Heifers experiencing heat stress have been found to have a reduction in 

feed intake, average daily gain and feed efficiency.  For more information on recommendations and 

options for ventilation and methods to mitigate heat stress, see the following: 

• Chapter 7: Ventilation and Thermoregulation 

• Video on Ventilation  

• Factsheet on Principles of Ventilation  

https://lactanetcanada.sharepoint.com/:w:/r/sites/Portail/Shared%20Documents/General/Version%202024/Web%20content/English%20versions%20Final/Ch7_Ventilation_JES.docx?d=w80f08c0444a6440da9592b92ffae4b6f&csf=1&web=1&e=WocaHe
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ATvRTvKPRjI
https://lactanet.ca/wp-content/uploads/2025/05/EN_Serie_fiches_Lactanet_202485x11v8_15-16_Principles_of_ventilation_No_comments.pdf


Chapter 4. Heifer Housing  Page 13 
 

   

 

 
Figure 5: Heifer building with PPTV, Source: Ferme Laperle inc  

 

9. Hoof health 
Poor sanitation or improper housing design can lead to problems with hoof health and lameness, which 

can persist throughout the animal’s life and result in premature culling. When cleaning the alleys, it is 

recommended to collect/scrape manure from younger animals to older animals to reduce the risk of 

spreading contagious diseases from older animals to the younger animals. Moving manure in one 

direction could also reduce the risk of disease contagion, such as foot rot and lameness, reducing the 

need for treatments and labour. This can be an important consideration, especially if attaching the 

heifer barn to the dairy facility, which could simplify manure management.  Additionally, foot bathing 

can reduce hoof problems resulting from contagious sources. For more details about footbaths, please 

see the following factsheet by Dairy Farmers of Canada (DFC): Footbaths for the Prevention and Control 

of Digital Dermatitis 

Flooring should be secure and provide sufficient traction to reduce the incidence of slips and falls. 

Rubber flooring has been associated with improved walking comfort for dairy cows and reduced 

slipping. However, when installing rubber flooring, consider that this may lead to reduced wear on the 

hooves, which could result in heifers requiring hoof trimming. Heifers' hooves will therefore need to be 

monitored, and considerations for handling and hoof trimming should be taken into account.  

For more information on flooring options and recommendations, please see the following:  

• Chapter 1: Housing for Lactating Cows - Free-stall or Bedded Pack 

• Video on Flooring 

• Factsheet on Floor design 

 

https://lactanet.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/footbath-description-dfc-final.pdf
https://lactanet.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/footbath-description-dfc-final.pdf
https://lactanetcanada.sharepoint.com/:w:/r/sites/Portail/Shared%20Documents/General/Version%202024/Web%20content/English%20versions%20Final/Ch1_Lactating%20Cows_EN_LSolano_27Feb_2024_JES_BM.docx?d=w75b6f3ef725840bdbb047317d3d4fb95&csf=1&web=1&e=ai1vsG
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z-TZYo5_pzo
https://lactanetcanada.sharepoint.com/:b:/r/sites/Portail/Shared%20Documents/General/Version%202024/Technical%20Factsheets/Factsheets%20EN%20Final/EN_Serie_fiches_Lactanet_2024(8,5x11)v6_10_Floor_design_No_comments.pdf?csf=1&web=1&e=z8bckI
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10. Breeding management 
It is recommended that heifers be sufficiently developed before they are inseminated. It is suggested to 

breed heifers when they reach 55% of their mature body weight and 90% of their mature structural 

growth (height and width of hips). 

Monitoring heifer growth can be used as an indicator to evaluate both the growth performance of 

heifers and the effectiveness of current heifer management strategies implemented on-farm. Therefore, 

it is key to consider how growth monitoring will be done during the design phase of rearing facilities. For 

example, consider the space required, animal flow and labour safety needed to facilitate this practice 

and ensure its long-term success. Cattle weight tape or a scale can be used to monitor heifer weight 

gain. 

Growth monitoring will allow dairy producers to: 

• Assess the performance of their heifer program 

o Underdeveloped heifers are often less productive and prone to problems at calving. 

Over-conditioned heifers are more prone to transition disorders and reduced lifetime 

productivity.  

• More accurately adjust groupings and breeding practices 

• Offer a diet adapted to the developmental stage of heifers 

For more information about heifer growth monitoring and growth charts, see the following resources: 

• Heifer growth monitoring tools available via Penn State Customized Dairy Heifer Growth Chart 

and Lactanet offers an Online Growth Monitoring Tool available to clients through MySite 

• Growth Charts by breed  

• Information on the value of evaluating growth rates in an article entitled Your Mature Cows: 

Your Heifers’ Best Unit of Measure 

When using a bull to breed heifers, pens should be equipped with the means to easily restrain or isolate 

the bull without entering the pen, allowing farm staff to enter the pen for cleaning or heifer handling 

safely.  

11. Considerations for interventions and handling  
Introducing heifers to the same bedding and housing system as lactating cows may allow for improved 

welfare and cleanliness of first-lactation cows when they are integrated into the lactating herd. 

Additionally, for each housing system, consideration should be given to how heifers will be moved and 

restrained for interventions (ex., measuring, vaccination, insemination, hoof trimming, etc.).  

When moving heifers between pens or different housing facilities, ensure that transit areas have non-

slip flooring. Additionally, designing a flexible gate system between pens and separate access points for 

pens could facilitate heifer movement between groups.   

To facilitate heifer restraint, the following techniques can be used: headlocks at the feed bunk, a chute 

or gate system, or a restraining strap behind stalls (for free-stall housing systems). Headlocks at the feed 

bunk can facilitate quick and efficient restraint of multiple heifers compared to other options. However, 

https://extension.psu.edu/customized-dairy-heifer-growth-chart
https://lactanet.ca/en/apps-software/online-growth-monitoring-tool/
https://lactanet.ca/en/growth-chart-by-breed/
https://lactanet.ca/en/mature-cows-heifers-unit-measure/
https://lactanet.ca/en/mature-cows-heifers-unit-measure/
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heifers moved to pens with headlocks at the feed bunk will need to be closely observed, and training 

may be required to ensure heifers are comfortable using headlocks at the feed bunk.  

 

Figure 6: Headlocks at the feed bunk, Source: Ferme Laperle inc  

12. Custom rearing facilities  
Most dairy producers raise their own replacement heifers on-farm. However, custom rearing facilities 

could also be an option for dairy producers seeking more flexible and cost-effective rearing alternatives. 

Custom rearing may be a more cost-effective alternative to construction or renovation. According to our 

2023 estimates, the average daily rearing costs are approximately $ 8.50 per day per heifer. These 

resources (or even less) could be invested in paying for the transportation and rearing of heifers 

elsewhere, with more time and resources freed up for other purposes on the farm. 

Custom rearing involves moving the calves after birth or following weaning to a facility dedicated to 

rearing heifers until they are ready for insemination or calving. This method of rearing has advantages 

and disadvantages that should be taken into account when deciding on the rearing system to adopt.  

 

PROS CONS 

• Potentially lower rearing costs for a 

potentially similar quality heifer 

• Liberates resources (barn space, labour, 

land) that could be repurposed for other 

activities in the enterprise  

• Facilities may be well equipped for 

monitoring heifer growth 

• The quality of the heifers produced could be 

below expectations 

• Loss of control and monitoring of the 

animals 

• Risk of disease transmission  

• Potential source of conflict   
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