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Tackling the transition period

Key points to remember

Providing a cow with the correct diet during the transition 
period can significantly improve her performance by not 
only helping to boost milk production in the next lactation, 
but also aiding the health and potential of her future calf. 
By getting the transition diet right farmers can ensure cows 
produce high levels of good quality colostrum to support 
early calf growth and successful transfer of immunity. 

You need to make sure the diet being fed to cows 
is providing the right nutritional support during the 
transition period in order to help maintain cow health and 
performance. 

Reduce the risk of milk fever – Try to minimise the 
amount of Calcium, Potassium and Sodium in the 
transition diet. High levels of these minerals can increase 
the risk of milk fever and they are associated with green 
forages i.e. grass silage and grazing. Forage mineral 
analysis of the major forage being used can be a useful 
tool to help manage mineral supply and milk fever. You 
should also ensure transition cows have an adequate 
supply of Magnesium and Vitamin D.

Prevent the build up of fat in the liver – Maintaining liver 
health is essential in order for it to both work efficiently 
and produce the maximum level of energy (glucose) 
possible, and therefore aid milk production. Good liver 
health is especially important in early lactation cows. The 
provision of B vitamins can help prevent the build up of fat 
in the liver and maintain optimum liver performance. 

Rumen development – In order to maximise dry matter 
intakes and ensure that cows are obtaining the optimal 
nutritional benefit from feed, it is vital the rumen is 

properly supported to encourage rumen growth and 
development. Starchy feeds are a good source of 
glucogenic energy which stimulates microbial and 
papillae growth within the rumen. 

Boosting immunity – It is important cows are kept in 
good health during the transition period and ready for 
calving. To reduce the risk of infection and disease 
negatively impacting on cow performance feed should be 
supplemented with high levels of Vitamin E and Selenium.

Improving colostrum quality and quantity – Research from 
ForFarmers has highlighted that out of 1,900 cows surveyed 
in the UK, Netherlands and Germany, 40% were producing 
less than three litres of colostrum at first milking. 

This same research also showed that 20% of cows were 
producing poor quality colostrum with less than 50 g of 
immunoglobulin (IgG) per litre at first milking. Poor quality 
colostrum inhibits the transfer of immunity to calves and 
the subsequent development of a healthily immune system.  

To help improve colostrum quality and quantity, cows 
should be provided with high levels of protein in their 
diet during the transition period as well as Vitamin E and 
Selenium to boost colostrum antibody content. 



Colostrum is key to success
Getting calves off to a good start is vital if you are to achieve 
strong growth gains during a heifer’s early life and hit the 
target for first calving of 24 months. 

Calves need to be supplied with the right levels of good quality 
colostrum soon after birth. 

With no transfer of IgGs through the placenta the only way 
immunity can be passed from mother to calf is via IgGs in 

The power of protein
As well as the influence of protein on colostrum 
production, the increase of CP in transition cow diets has 
also been shown to positively impact on the development 
and performance of calves during gestation. 

Cows that are fed a close-up diet with up to 14% CP have 
been shown to have a much lower failure rate in the 
transfer of IgGs to calves, therefore producing calves with 
better immunity and less susceptible to health problems.

Quantity Quality Quickly

10% of calf 
bodyweight

At least 250g 
immunoglobulin  

per day

A calf’s first feed of 
milk should be within 

an hour of birth

colostrum. Without a well functioning immune system, calves 
are more susceptible to disease and illness with resulting 
growth checks holding back their future development. 

ForFarmers research - based on a survey of 1,900 calves 
in UK, Netherlands and Germany - discovered that 35% of 
calves were only receiving three litres or less of colostrum in 
their first feeding and that in 10% of cases, this first feed was 
six hours or more after birth; well outside the optimum time 
frame. 

To ensure cows are producing enough high quality colostrum 
to support calf health and growth, it is vital that cows are fed 
the appropriate diet during the transition period with a high 
crude protein (CP) content of 14%. 

Higher levels of CP in the close-up diet of a cow also 
have a positive impact on calf development during the 
gestation period by aiding the development of a calf’s 
small intestine. This results in the birth of more robust 
calves, ready to maximise the nutritional benefits of feed 
and therefore achieve better weight gains. 

For more information about transition diets contact your 
ForFarmers account manager or call 0845 722 5583


