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The Critical Leg of the Journey from 
Replacement Heifer to Mature Cow 

Karla H. Jenkins, UNL Cow/Calf, Range Management Specialist 
 
As spring approaches, so does calving for most beef cattle producers. 
Spring also begins the most critical part of the journey for the 
replacement heifer becoming a cow. A spring calving replacement 
heifer with a target mature weight of 1200 pounds is likely weighing 
about 950 pounds entering the last trimester of pregnancy and would 
need to gain about 2.0 pounds per day prior to calving even if she was 
in a moderate body condition. Producers need to remember, that in the 
last trimester, at least half of that weight gain will be related to fetal 
growth and not actually contribute to the growth of the heifer herself. 
Feeding an ad libitum amount of hay containing 52% TDN and 8% CP 
along with 3.4 pounds of distillers grains would meet the crude protein 
needs of this heifer and her rumen undegradable protein needs. 
However, this diet is still slightly short on the energy this heifer needs. 
This could be very concerning if the heifer is thinner than desired and 
weather conditions are particularly harsh. Blending in some higher 
quality hay or adding other energy feeds could improve the energy 
balance for this heifer. 
 

Once the heifer calves and lactation starts both her protein and energy needs will increase 
substantially. The very early spring calving heifer (February or March) is not likely going to have 
access to any green grass for a couple of months in most of Nebraska and the upper Midwest. If this 
now lactating heifer were fed the previously mentioned hay and 3.4 pounds of distillers grains she 
would be well below the energy she requires. This is a critical situation for this cow. This is even 
more concerning if turn out to green grass is delayed and/or the new mother is thinner than desired. 
 
Sometimes during calving producers will have some green 
grass starting to become available to the cows. Assuming 
this now lactating heifer can find enough green grass to 
make up half of her diet and the producer feeds the hay 
containing 52% TDN and 8% CP to make up the 
difference, this heifer is still slightly short on her energy 
needs. Supplying 2.2 pounds of distillers grains would 
help ensure this heifers needs were met. Additionally, 
supplying more nutrient dense supplemental forage would 
be sufficient. If enough green grass were available that 
she could consume green growing grass ad libitum she could 
meet her needs with grass alone. 
 
Shortly after peak lactation, when nutrient needs are the highest, this heifer is asked to rebreed. 
Therefore, making sure her nutrient needs are being met just prior to calving through breeding is 
critical for her to remain in the herd. Checking feed resources for nutrient content prior to late 
gestation will help producers determine what needs to be fed to ensure the nutrient needs of these 
heifers are met. Assessing body condition score frequently will also allow producers to make 
necessary changes to the ration in a timely manner. For more information on the nutrient needs of 
beef cows see NebGuide 2268 Supplementation Needs for Gestating and Lactating Beef Cows and 
Comparing the Prices of Supplement http://extensionpublications.unl.edu/assets/pdf/g2268.pdf.  
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Swine 

Nutrition 
Guide 

 
This 44 page guide 

produced from 
Nebraska and South 

Dakota Extension and 
the Department of 

Agriculture focuses on 
nutrient 

recommendations for 
swine. 

 
Visit 

http://animalscience.unl
.edu/Extension/Swine/s

winenutrition.pdf  or 
contact your local 
extension office. 

Once the heifer calves and lactation 
starts both her protein and energy needs 
will increase substantially. Photo courtesy 
of Taryn Groves, Groves Ranch, Ashby, NE.
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Beef Profitability Workshop 
Monday, March 13, 2017 at 1:00 p.m. 

Nebraska Extension-Cedar County Office 
Cedar County Courthouse Annex Basement Meeting Room in Hartington 

Join Denny Bauer, Michael Rethwisch and Jim Jansen as they discuss practical approaches for issues 
currently facing Nebraska beef producers and help you evaluate your operations to make them more profitable 
through the latest research information.  Topics to be discussed include: Is Your Grass Production Keeping Up 
With Your Taxes?, Reseeding Perennial Grasses for Grazing, and Annual Forage Insurance for Haying & 
Grazing.  
 
Please call to pre-register before noon on March 10th.  For more information and registration please call the 
Cedar County Extension office at 402-254-6821. 
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