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Arne Ola Refsdal

I Can't Get My Cows Pregnant: Where Do I Start?

"I'm working harder than I ever have and am having more difficulty getting my cows 
pregnant."This quote from a Central Minnesota dairy producer reflects the thoughts of 
dairy producers throughout the country. It has been well documented that reproductive 
efficiency is on the greatest decline since the mid 1980s with services per conception 
and days open increasing. Most other countries have seen the same trend.

By Jim Salfer, Regional Extension Educator-Dairy

Dairy Connection Articles - University of Minnesota Extension
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Fertility Fertility Fertility Fertility ---- benchmarksbenchmarksbenchmarksbenchmarks

Restart cycling Days to 1st heat
Calving – 1st service. (CFI)

Repeats? Calving last ins. (CSI)

Cows
Calving Calving

Culling/abortions?

Calving interval

HeifersBorn
Calving

Age at 1st heatRearing – start cycling
Age at 1st service

Culling/abortions?

Age at 1st calving

Age at last serviceRepeats?

To get a calf To get a calf To get a calf To get a calf ---- requirements requirements requirements requirements 

• 1. Cyclic ovarian activity must be established 

• 2. The animal must show oestrus symptoms

• 3. The oestrus needs to be detected

• 4. Optimum time of insemination with good quality semen

• 5. Fertilisation must occur

• 6. The embryo develops to a liveable calf
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Why returns after insemination? Why returns after insemination? Why returns after insemination? Why returns after insemination? 

• Fertilisation missing

• Embryonic or fetal loss

Progesterone during pregnancy and repeat Progesterone during pregnancy and repeat Progesterone during pregnancy and repeat Progesterone during pregnancy and repeat 
breeding/embryonic deathbreeding/embryonic deathbreeding/embryonic deathbreeding/embryonic death

Heat, insemination Return after 21 days Irregular return
to heat

Pregnancy

42 days

Embryonic death

Follicle
Corpus luteum

17 days
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What causes embryonic/fetal loss?What causes embryonic/fetal loss?What causes embryonic/fetal loss?What causes embryonic/fetal loss?

Genetic defects:
• CVM, DUMS,1/29 translocation, STAT5A mutation…….

• Infections
– Bacteria, virus, fungus, protozoa (Neospora caninum)

• Hormonal disturbances
• Malnutrition
• Others
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Example of a gene causing embryonic death or pregnancy loss.  Trial Example of a gene causing embryonic death or pregnancy loss.  Trial Example of a gene causing embryonic death or pregnancy loss.  Trial Example of a gene causing embryonic death or pregnancy loss.  Trial 
in American Holstein with DUMS (Deficiency of uridine in American Holstein with DUMS (Deficiency of uridine in American Holstein with DUMS (Deficiency of uridine in American Holstein with DUMS (Deficiency of uridine 
monophosphate synthase)monophosphate synthase)monophosphate synthase)monophosphate synthase)

•After Shanks and Robinson, 1989

9 homozyg.”normal” 14 heterozyg. 0 homozyg. ”abnormal” born 

23 live born calves

31 Pregnant after 30 days.

Heterozyg. Heterozyg.

Spreading of mutations - illustration
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The origin of CVM The origin of CVM The origin of CVM The origin of CVM 

Carlin-M Ivanhoe Bell

PENSTATE IVANHOE STAR
Born 1963

Progesterone during pregnancy and repeat Progesterone during pregnancy and repeat Progesterone during pregnancy and repeat Progesterone during pregnancy and repeat 
breeding/embryonic deathbreeding/embryonic deathbreeding/embryonic deathbreeding/embryonic death

Heat, insemination Return after 21 days Irregular return
to heat

Pregnancy

42 days

Embryonic death

Follicle
Corpus luteum

17 days
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Embryonic lethality related to prevalence of Embryonic lethality related to prevalence of Embryonic lethality related to prevalence of Embryonic lethality related to prevalence of 
deleterious alleles in a populationdeleterious alleles in a populationdeleterious alleles in a populationdeleterious alleles in a population
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Reduced fertility means:Reduced fertility means:Reduced fertility means:Reduced fertility means:

• Higher replacement costs
• Less milk
• Fewer calves born
• More services
• Frustration
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Gain/loss per cow/year related to pregnancy resultsGain/loss per cow/year related to pregnancy resultsGain/loss per cow/year related to pregnancy resultsGain/loss per cow/year related to pregnancy results
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Watching heat Watching heat Watching heat Watching heat ---- aidsaidsaidsaids

• Activity meters
• Indicators of mounting
• Measuring progesterone
• Others

InterInterInterInter----service interval service interval service interval service interval –––– Heat detection rateHeat detection rateHeat detection rateHeat detection rate

• Mean: 35,7 days
• Most common: 21days
• Median: 25 days
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Diseases affecting fertilityDiseases affecting fertilityDiseases affecting fertilityDiseases affecting fertility (recycling, pregnancy rate, (recycling, pregnancy rate, (recycling, pregnancy rate, (recycling, pregnancy rate, 
calving interval)calving interval)calving interval)calving interval)

• Calving difficulties
• Feet and leg diseases
• Milk fever
• Ketosis
• Indigestions
• Mastitis

Ketosis and fertilityKetosis and fertilityKetosis and fertilityKetosis and fertility
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Fertility and weight loss after calvingFertility and weight loss after calvingFertility and weight loss after calvingFertility and weight loss after calving
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Body condition scoringBody condition scoringBody condition scoringBody condition scoring
Gillund
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Body condition scoringBody condition scoringBody condition scoringBody condition scoring
Gillund

Body condition/Body condition/Body condition/Body condition/----loss loss loss loss –––– fertility and healthfertility and healthfertility and healthfertility and health

• Fat cows at calving:
– Considerable body condition loss
– More ketosis and other diseases

• Great body condition loss/ weight loss after 
calving:
– Reduced fertility

• (Anoestrus, prolonged calving-conception interval, lower 
non-return rate)

• Body condition scoring useful to control nutrition
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Body condition and nonBody condition and nonBody condition and nonBody condition and non----return % after first return % after first return % after first return % after first 
insemination of heifersinsemination of heifersinsemination of heifersinsemination of heifers

Sunde, Refsdal og Gillund 2006

• To reach fertility goals
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ManagementManagementManagementManagement

• Continuously surveying the status of all 
animals

Calving

Normal Abnormal symptoms

Oestrus within 60 
days

No oestrus within 60 
days

Control/
treatment

Oestrus-insem.

Pregnant
Not preg.

Culling

>2 repeats

No normal 
oestrus

Pregnancy 
check early

Repeat breed.

Fertility control scheme
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Reproductive performance Reproductive performance Reproductive performance Reproductive performance –––– statistics Norway 2007statistics Norway 2007statistics Norway 2007statistics Norway 2007

• FS-index 58
• CFI – Calving first insemination 85 days
• CLI – Calving last insemination 107 days
• Calving interval 12.6 months
• Number of inseminations per animal started 1.7
• Age at first calving 25.7 months
• 60 days non return 72.3 %
• Repeats within 3 days 11.6 %
• Insemination period (CLI-CFI) 22 days
• Heat detection rate
• Pregnancy rate
• Animals discarded because of failure to breed

I Can't Get My Cows Pregnant: Where Do I Start?
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• High quality breeding stock is a prerequisite - Nordisk 
Økonomisk Kvegavl !!!
– Including fertility and health in the breeding programme

• Set reproductive goals
• Work to reach the goals

– See that nutrition, environment and management is OK
• NB! Heat detection routines 
• Regularly survey the status of all animals

• Evaluate the results routinely relative to the efforts carried out

Takk for oppmerksomheten!Takk for oppmerksomheten!Takk for oppmerksomheten!Takk for oppmerksomheten!


