
feed & farm systems

Project reveals BCS insights 
Current high milk prices and the prospect of lower milk prices next season increases the 
temptation to extend the milking season at the expense of cow condition. Such a strategy 
could impact on subsequent milk production, reproduction and animal welfare. DairyNZ 
productivity developer Sally Peel explains.

The benefits of reaching body condition score (BCS) targets 

at calving are well recognised. Ensuring a BCS of 5.0 for cows 

and 5.5 for first and second calvers, with less than 15 percent of 

the herd less than 5.0, will optimise milk production, maximise 

reproduction and improve cow welfare and health. 

In 2012, the Body Condition Score Initiative trial programme 

collected data from 300 farms in the Manawatu and South 

Waikato regions. 

The programme used accredited advisors in BCS assessment and 

feed planning to support farmers in their management decisions. 

Farm details were recorded and herds were condition scored in 

January/February, March/April and planned start of calving (PSC). 

Key findings from the 2012 trial 
Although the benefits are well recognised, only 20 percent of 

herds in the BCS initiative achieved the targets, with 6 percent of 

the herds having more than 50 percent of cows less than 4.5. 

This highlights the importance of accurate information on how 

to monitor and manage BCS. 

Averages are misleading
Although BCS targets include a herd average, this is not the 

full story and the most important factor to focus on is the range 

of BCS within the herd. 

Data from the initiative showed that herds at 90 days before 

PSC had an average BCS of 4.3. However, within these herds, 

13 percent of the cows were BCS 3.5 or below, while 51 percent 

were a BCS 4.0 or below (Figure 1). 

The BCS range or the proportion of cows below target 

within the herd is an important monitor and a useful tool for 

making drying off decisions. Getting thinner cows towards BCS 

targets achieves the most gains in subsequent milk production, 

reproduction and welfare.

Although increasing supplements and reducing milking 

frequency to once-daily can improve BCS gains in a lactating cow, 

these strategies take time and for thinner cows, drying off and 

priority feeding is required to reach BCS at calving. 
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Figure 1. 

This graph highlights the range in body condition score (BCS) for the 300 assessed herds, 90 days before planned start of 

calving.
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