
CCalving pens are typically thought of as the culmination of a dairy’s reproduction program, since this 
is the place where dairy producers see results with each newborn calf. 

However, it can be argued that calving pen management is actually the start of the reproduction 
program process, and directly impacts the subsequent pregnancy. Therefore, calving pen management 
success or failure nurtures reproductive success or failure.

Based on its importance, check out these calving pen management pointers.

Disease Prevention
First and foremost, calving pens need to be as clean as possible to limit pathogen exposure—this 
includes routinely removing manure from gates, pen dividers and floors—regardless of whether a 
dairy uses individual or group calving pens. 

“Calving pen cleanliness is important to the uterine health of the dam,” says Phil Durst, Michigan 
State University Extension dairy educator. “Generally, cows that get a uterine infection became 
infected in the calving pen.”

Uterine infections occur after calving because of decreased immune function that occurs around 
calving, and because the uterus is no longer protected from contamination from the external 
environment by the closed cervix, cervical mucus plug and vulva. During the birthing process, 
these protective barriers are compromised and bacterial contamination of the uterus occurs. Other 
conditions such as retained placenta, dystocia, twins, milk fever and overconditioned cows may 
increase the risk of metritis. Unsanitary conditions in the calving pens, contaminated calving 
equipment, hand or arms, and trauma to the birth canal from assisted calving also increase risk.1

Total pathogen elimination is impossible, but cleaning individual calving pens between births and 
regularly rebedding group calving pens goes a long way toward disease prevention.

Of course, rebedding frequency depends on multiple factors including:
•	Stocking density
•	Bedding type
•	Weather conditions 

The goal should be to maintain an area that results in cows maintaining good hygiene scores.

Also make sure calving pen personnel are trained in proper hygiene and delivery assistance procedures 
to cut down on bacterial contamination of the uterus.
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size aPProPriately
Uniform calving—the same number of cows giving birth each week or month—seldom occurs 
outside of theoretical dairy operations. As a result, even well-designed facilities can end up with 
overcrowded calving pens at some point.

A study conducted on 165 New York dairy herds 
found that only 10% of the herds surveyed had no 
months when the prefresh and maternity areas were 
not overcrowded.2 

Overcrowding is hard on cows, especially during 
the transition period. “Overcrowding can lead to 
increased stress that may increase the incidence 
of freshening health disorders such as retained 
placentas and left displaced abomasums,” says 
Dan McFarland, Penn State University Extension 
agricultural engineering specialist.

Facilities for prefresh and maternity cows should 
be sized as much as 30% larger than the uniform 
model to reduce overcrowding of these areas, 
suggests McFarland. “Of course, increasing facility size increases initial investments as well,” he notes. 

“Some estimates indicate that each retained placenta costs a dairy more than $200 and a left displaced 
abomasum costs more than $300. Relatively minimal decreases in each of these disorders can justify 
the additional costs to provide more space and to reduce stress in the calving pen.”

reDuce stress
Additional steps to reduce calving pen stress and its impact on cow fertility include:
•	Creating heat abatement strategies
•	Reducing pen moves and socialization stresses
•	Shortening time in calving pens

“Each calving pen system requires a high level of management during this critical time for both  
dams and calves,” concludes Durst. “Keeping the keys in mind, training employees to provide 
consistent and prompt care and evaluating the results for cows and calves will help you achieve a  
high level of performance.”

1 Kirk J, Overton M. Post Calving Uterine Infections. Available at: http://www.vetmed.ucdavis.edu/vetext/INF-DA/INF-DA_
UterineInfections.html. Accessed June 12, 2012.

2 McFarland D. Pre-Fresh, Maternity & Post-Fresh Space: Getting the Numbers Right. Dairy Focus Newsletter. August 2011.
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