
BCS focus for Canterbury, 
Northland farmers
A body condition scoring (BCS) programme will guide 300 Canterbury and Northland 
dairy farmers through a comprehensive programme to achieve BCS targets pre-calving.

Now in its third year, having previously been run in the Waikato, 

Taranaki and Manawatu, the programme connects farmers with 

trained BCS assessors who condition score the herd and set an 

action plan for autumn and end of season management.

DairyNZ developer Sally Peel says the 2015 Body Condition 

Score (BCS) initiative aims to help farmers achieve their BCS 

targets by calving. 

“The BCS initiative means farmers can experience the process 

of BCS assessment, understand the benefits of getting cows to 

BCS targets and appreciate the value of trained and accredited 

rural professionals,” says Sally.

“The initiative uses trained and accredited advisors in BCS 

assessment and feed planning to support farmers in developing 

plans to address below target cows.”

Action plans achieve targets
Through the programme, registered farmers receive three fully 

funded one-on-one visits with an accredited BCS advisor. 

The first visit in March sees the assessor condition score the 

herd, build a feed budget and (together with the farmer) devise 

an action plan to achieve BCS targets.

“Common action plans include once-a-day milking, supplement 

use, adjusting dry off dates and using priority mobs (separating 

low condition cows for special management),” says Sally.

A subsequent advisor visit, around dry off, will further develop 

the action plan going into the dry period. The final pre-calving 

visit evaluates success. 

What does success look like?
Success is calving mature cows at a score of 5 and first and 

second calvers at 5.5 for every cow. 

“Reaching these targets takes feed and time. The BCS initiative 

begins with the first visit in late lactation, because although 

it is accepted cows need a certain amount of feed, the time 

component of BCS gain is often underestimated,” says Sally.

dairynz.co.nz/bcsassessors

InCalf programme
The BCS initiative is a component of the InCalf Programme.

InCalf (which includes the InCalf book, trained advisors 

and Fertility Focus Reports) works through the eight 

components of herd fertility to improve reproductive 

performance and measure success. 

Body condition is one factor that influences 

reproductive efficiency. Cows calving too thin (less 

than score 5) generally take longer to start cycling after 

calving. This can reduce submission and conception rates. 

Conception rates are lower in thin cows that cycle later, 

as these cows are more likely to be inseminated in their 

first rather than second heat. Conception rates are 7-8 

percent higher in cows inseminated in their second heat.

The components of herd fertility
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What can farmers do 
to lift BCS?

1. BCS the milking herd now. 

Rather than accepting the 

average herd score, look at the 

number of cows below BCS 4 

and 4.5.

2.  Even well-fed cows will not 

gain more than 0.5 BCS in a 

month. Lower BCS cows must 

be dried off earlier than the 

main mob to reach target BCS 

at calving.

3.  Dry cows gain BCS more 

efficiently than lactating cows. 

Today’s modern cows do not 

partition much energy to BCS 

while milking. Feeding extra 

concentrates to milking cows 

may produce more milk but 

not cow condition.

4.  Feeding dry cows to 

reach targets when time 

becomes limited may 

require supplements. Energy 

from autumn pasture is 

less efficient for BCS gain 

compared with pasture silage, 

maize silage or PKE. 

dairynz.co.nz/bcs

Findings from past 
initiatives 

In 2014, the Body Condition Scoring 

(BCS) programme monitored 300 farms in 

North Waikato and South Taranaki. 

Following each visit, data from the 300 

farms (or 30,000 cows) was analysed. By the 

final visit, 60 percent of cows had reached 

BCS 5 or greater – including first and 

second calvers. The 2014 results highlighted 

similar conclusions as the 2012 BCS 

initiative in Manawatu and South Waikato.

2014 BCS trends – 300 North Waikato and South Taranaki cows

Three BCS conclusions 

1. Averages are misleading and 

unhelpful

Total herd average BCS does not tell 

the whole story. Cows with a score of 4 

and below ranged from 12-44 percent 

of herds, when the average score was 

4.5 in May 2014. 

BCS range within a herd (proportion 

of cows below target) is a superior 

monitor of herd condition and a useful 

tool for herd BCS decisions, especially 

in autumn. Assessing the proportion of 

cows below target and implementing 

strategies such as once-a-day milking, 

drying off and/or priority feeding can 

increase overall feed efficiency.

2. Time is the limiting factor

The 2012 initiative showed that most herds 

struggled to put on more than 0.5 BCS 

over the dry period. The fact that cows 

require a certain amount of feed to gain 

1 BCS is clearly understood, however the 

amount of time is often forgotten. 

Research suggests that dry cows will 

not gain more than 0.5 BCS in a month. 

At the May visit in 2012, 60 percent of 

herds had less than 80 days to planned 

start of calving. If already dry, this 

equates to 50 effective days to gain 

condition. Seventy-two percent of herds 

had less than 80 days dry in 2014. 

3. Late lactation gain lacking in 2014

In the 2014 programme, a large 

increase in herd BCS was not seen 

until the final visit.

The average change in score between 

the late lactation visit and the dry 

off visit was 0.1 compared with an 

average increase of 0.5 between dry 

off and calving. This highlights that 

modern cows (especially thin cows) 

often do not partition much energy to 

BCS while milking. 

It emphasises a need to dry the cows off 

early and start putting weight on them.
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