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Take Home Messages 

  Reproductive efficiency and dairy farm profitability are maximized when the average 
calving interval for a herd is around 13 months. 

  Current indices of reproductive performance based on average service and conception 
rates for lactating dairy cows result in calving intervals that fail to meet and often greatly 
exceed the goal of a 13-month calving interval. 

  New reproductive tools, which include hormonal protocols for conducting timed AI and 
use of transrectal ultrasound, can improve reproductive efficiency and profitability for a 
dairy operation. 

 

 The Economics of Calving Intervals 
Timely rebreeding of postpartum lactating cows is essential for reducing average days open 
and the corresponding calving interval. A successful breeding program enhances profitability 
by maximizing the time cows spend in the most productive portion of lactation. 

 

 
For each cow in the herd, the calving interval can be subdivided into the following four 
intervals: 1) the voluntary waiting period (VWP), or the interval from calving until a cow is 
eligible to receive her first AI service; 2) the interval from the end of the VWP to first AI 
service; 3) the interval from first AI service until conception; and 4) the gestation period. 
Because each cow in the herd must progress consecutively through these four periods, each 
interval represents a management opportunity to optimize the average calving interval of the 
herd. Understanding the factors that regulate the duration of each of these intervals and the 
management opportunities these intervals present will provide insight into aggressive 
strategies for managing reproductive efficiency in a dairy herd. 
  



 



The key to decreasing the interval from first AI service to conception lies not with improving 
conception rate beyond that which is “normal” for lactating cows, but with improving the AI 
service rate. Service rate is defined as the percentage of eligible cows bred during a 21-day 
period. In herds using AI, the service rate directly reflects estrus detection efficiency because 
a cow must first be detected in estrus before she can be bred. Unfortunately, less than 50% of 
all estrus periods are accurately detected on an average dairy farm in the United States 
(Senger, 1994). Economic cost analysis of improving the estrus detection rate (i.e., service 
rate) by 20 to 30%, and assuming a 50% AI conception rate, resulted in an estimated annual 
benefit of $83 per cow (Pecsok et al., 1994). 

 

Aggressive Reproductive Management Strategies 
 

 Eliminate the Interval from the VWP to First AI Service 
Timed AI programs such as Ovsynch are powerful tools for improving reproductive 
efficiency in a dairy operation. 

 
 Improve AI Service Rate and Pregnancy Rate 

Use of timed AI programs such as Ovsynch improves pregnancy rate by improving 
AI service rate. 

 
 Identify Nonpregnant Cows Early and Return them to AI Service 

 


