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Which dairy farmers should consider off-farm heifer rearing?

Off-farm heifer rearing is an option worth considering in the following situations:

• Where overall farm profit can be increased by carrying a greater number of cows;

• Farms where labour is a limiting constraint;

• Farms where land is a limiting constraint;

• Farms where replacement heifers are failing to reach the target liveweights;

• Farms where separation of cows from replacement heifers (even calves) is 

required for disease control purposes e.g., Johne’s Disease.

Why drystock farmers should consider rearing heifers on their farms?

Contract heifer rearing is attractive to the drystock farmer for a number of reasons:

• It can provide them with a means of using their land and buildings without 

investing in stock – reducing the risk involved;

• It can often be possible to run the enterprise on a part-time basis;

• The need to buy and sell stock is reduced;

• Cash flow can be improved because the ‘norm’ is the rearer is paid by direct 

debit on a monthly basis;

• The business may return a higher profit than the rearer’s existing enterprise.

Recommended liveweight targets

Achieving target body weight gains is an integral part of heifer rearing systems.   Every

heifer rearing programme should have a target live-weight and specified age at first-calving.

Previous research indicates that heifers should be mated at 60% of mature live-weight and

should calve at 90% of mature live-weight. However, recommended mature live weights

vary considerably between breeds and crossbreeds.  The data in Table 1 shows the

recommended target weights for Holstein Friesian, British and New Zealand Friesian and

crossbred Jersey X Holstein Friesian heifers at different stages during the rearing period.  

Teagasc appreciates the sponsorship from Volac 
towards the production of this booklet.
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Category Cost (€)

Variable Costs

Concentrates 142

Fertilizer, Lime and Reseeding 201

Land Rental 194

Machinery Hire 9

Silage Making 89

Vet, AI and Medicine 128

Total Variable Costs 763

Fixed Costs

Car use, water and electricity 30

Labour 221

Machinery operation and repair 20

Phone 10

Insurance, A/C’s, transport, sundry 39

Interest repayments – term loan 66

Total Fixed Costs 386

Depreciation

Buildings 55

Machinery 22

Total Costs 1,226

Initial value of the calf 350

Sales of heifers failing to conceive -23

Net cost of rearing a replacement heifer 1,553

Table 1.  Target Weights for pure bred and crossbred Replacement Heifers at different stages 

during the 24 month rearing period.

A Teagasc Moorepark study monitoring 1,400 heifers on more than 40 farms concluded:

• Bodyweight and condition score of maiden heifers at mating start date are more 

critical in ensuring high fertility than age at which the heifers are mated;

• Heavier heifers at mating start produce significantly more milk in their first lactation;

• Heifers in poor condition at mating start (less than 3.0), calved later and produced 

significantly less milk during first lactation;

• Weight at first calving also significantly affects second lactation milk yield.

% Mature
liveweight

Holstein 
Friesian

New Zealand / 
Br. Friesian

Jersey X
Holstein Fr.

Birth 38 36 34

6 Weeks 63 60 56

3 Months 90 85 80

6 Months 30% 155 148 138

12 Months 280 267 250

15 Months 60% 330 315 295

21 Months 490 470 437

24 Months 90% 550 525 490
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Guideline costings

The costs associated with replacement heifer rearing included in Table 2 were developed at

Moorepark for the EBI system.  The following costings are for guideline purposes only and

will vary considerably from farm to farm. 

Table 2.  Costs associated with rearing replacement heifers to calving at 24 months of age.
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The costs of rearing replacements will vary considerably from farm to farm. 

• Some rearers will feed more concentrates than the quantity assumed in Table 3. 

• Additional silage may be required at the start of the second winter.  

• Some farmers may feed kale during the first winter which would decrease costs.  

The labour charge assumed in Table 3 is €15 per hour and the time incurred is 12 hours

per heifer for the 579-day period.  This includes the time required for heat detection.  The

number of hours spent rearing the replacement heifers may be lower on beef farms where

labour is more efficiently employed than average or, where heifers are bred to a stock bull

(so that labour intensive heat detection is not required).  In Table 4, the return to labour per

hectare for the rearer at different stocking rates and charges based on the costs outlined in

Table 3 before labour, is estimated as follows.

Table 4.  Estimated return (€/ha) to the beef farmer for replacement heifer rearing.  

According to the data presented in Table 4, the margin obtained per hectare for labour

varies considerably with the daily fee paid and with the stocking rate.  At low milk prices,

dairy farmers will be especially sensitive to the fees charged for off-farm rearing of

replacement heifers.

Depending on the fee agreed, the return per hectare may potentially be higher than that

generated on the top one-third of suckling and non-breeding beef farms.  However, stock

and grassland management skills must be excellent to achieve the target weights

Fee (€/heifer/day) €0.90 €1.00 €1.10 €1.20

Stocking rate 2 3 2 3 2 3 2 3
(heifer unit/ha)3

Receipts (€/ha) 1,042 1,563 1,158 1,737 1,274 1,911 1,390 2,084

Costs excl. labour (€/ha) 1,008 1,512 1,008 1,512 1,008 1,512 1,008 1,512

Margin for labour (€/ha) 34 51 150 225 266 399 382 572

3 A heifer unit is a weanling and yearling heifer.

Category Cost (€)

No. Days 579

Breed of Animal Holstein Friesian

Concentrates1 € 48

Grass €183

Silage2 € 99

Vet/AI € 70

Fixed Costs €104

Labour €180

Total €684

Cost/Week €8.27

Cost/Day €1.18

Average Daily Gain 0.70 kg

1 Concentrate input estimated at 220 kg from May 1st to December 1st the following year.
2 Heifers are returned to the owner’s farm off grass on December 1st. 
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The guideline net cost of rearing a replacement is €1,553 per head.  The figure includes a

charge of €221 per head for the farmer’s own labour over the full 24-month period.  A land

charge based on an opportunity cost of €350/ha is also included.  An adjustment for the

cost of empty replacement heifers is incorporated in the model.  The rearer will incur both

variable and fixed costs.  Typically, calves will move to the rearer’s farm on the first of May.

They will return home in early December of the following year.  The data in Table 3 is

based on these assumptions.  It indicates the guideline level of cost that may be incurred

on the rearer’s farm for a February born heifer.  It excludes the costs incurred prior to the

arrival on the rearer’s farm (at three months of age) and those incurred after the heifers

return home to the dairy farmer’s own herd (at 22 months of age).  

Table 3.  Estimate of variable and fixed costs incurred in rearing spring born replacement heifers 

from 1 May to 1 December of the following year.   
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demanded of replacement heifer rearing.  In addition, excellent skills in reproductive

management are required of the beef farmer.  They must also have suitable facilities for

over wintering the heifer.  Ideally, such animals should be housed on cubicles as this is

generally the preferred over-wintering option of mature cows.

What are the risks for both when engaging in off-farm heifer rearing?

What are the risks for both when engaging in off-farm heifer rearing?

The issues that need to be considered with off-farm heifer rearing include:

• Loss of control in the day-to-day management of the replacement heifers.

• The risk of a disease outbreak.  With animals on two farms, the risk of either group 

contracting diseases such as TB, Leptospirosis etc. is doubled.  If the rearer is 

simultaneously taking heifers from other owners or has another livestock enterprise the

risks may be further multiplied.  Contingency plans must be put in place to ensure that 

an outbreak of disease does not have implications for the smooth return of the heifers 

to the dairy farm at the end of the rearing period or result in calving heifers ‘stuck’ with

a rearer with no facilities to calve or milk such animals.

• Possibly poorer replacement heifers.  Not all rearers will be suitably skilled to achieve 

the target weights set down for replacement heifers.  It is very useful to weigh heifers at

defined times throughout the rearing process (e.g., before the first winter; pre-breeding 

and before the second winter) to ensure that the appropriate targets are achieved.  

A plan should be put in place in advance of entering the contract to address the issue 

where targets are not reached e.g., through concentrate supplementation over winter.

• Risk of conflict between the owner and rearer.  In all cases, clear targets must be 

agreed by both parties in advance of entering the contract arrangement.  In addition, 

an independent arbitrator should be agreed in advance in the event of a conflict 

occurring between the owner and rearer.  

Many of the risks outlined above can be minimised by preparing a written contract of

agreement.  If underweight heifers are returned to the farmer who is at fault?  The easy

answer is the rearer; however, both parties are at fault.  The rearer failed to manage the

heifers and the dairy farmer failed to manage the rearer.  Who will pay the higher price?  

It is the dairy farmer’s future that is affected long-term.
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Disease control guidelines

Diseases associated with replacement heifers fall into two categories – regulatory diseases
(TB and brucellosis) and non-regulatory diseases.  These include the viral diseases, BVD
and IBR, bacterial diseases, leptospirosis, Johne’s, Salmonellosis, Mycoplasmosis and
parasitic diseases such as Neosporosis.   

The fundamental step in any biosecurity programme is the maintenance of a closed-herd
policy i.e., no cattle movement onto the farm.  Engaging in the practice of off-farm heifer
rearing makes closed herd farming an unrealistic goal.  However, a number of other
biosecurity measures should be strictly implemented to reduce the disease risk.  

When off-farm heifer rearing is being practiced, always;     
• Establish the current disease status of the rearer’s herd.  Such information is important 

in determining the likelihood of disease exposure before the heifers leave the farm, 
and is absolutely critical to the management of the heifer herd once they are re-
introduced to the herd.  They will need protection (e.g., management and vaccination 
strategies) against circulating diseases in the herd of origin before their re-introduction.    

• Ideally, engage in a contract with a single rearing farm.  
• If possible view heifers previously reared on the rearer’s farm.
• Ensure that there are stock proof boundaries between the rearer’s farm and 

neighbouring farms. 
• Implement a strategic vaccination protocol for heifers based on the disease status of 
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• How will mortality be addressed;
o Who covers the cost of disposal;
o Is the rearer paid for rearing the heifer up until the date of death or will rearing 

costs be refunded?
• Who will pay for the transport of the heifers to and from the rearer’s farm?
• How often will the owner visit the rearers farm to check the heifers;
• What method of payment is most suitable to operate?
• How will empty heifers be managed – will they be fattened on the rearers 

farm or returned;
• How will heifers be managed across the winter e.g., baled silage, pit silage;
• Quality of the land used to rear the heifers;
• How will heifers be managed during the grazing season e.g., rotationally grazed in a 

paddock system from 1 March to 1 November;
• Timing and quantity of concentrate supplementation.

Getting started

Responding to an advertisement in the farming press is often the initial contact point
between a dairy farmer and a potential rearer.  If this initial contact proves positive, what
steps should then be taken to ensure both parties are satisfied to go into business together?

From the stock owner’s perspective, he needs to be satisfied that he is not sending the
replacement stock into a disease ‘black spot’.  A ‘black spot’ is an area where disease
outbreaks occur every second and or third year (or more often).  
• Establish if the Department is checking the local badger population for the presence of TB; 
• Determine if neighbouring farms are restricted;
• Obtain the heifer rearers authorisation to check with the Department that his two 

previous herd test results are ‘clear’.
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the farm of origin e.g. if required, BVD vaccination should be carried out at a specific 
time before breeding (specified by the vaccine manufacturer) and heifers should 
receive a primary course of two injections separated by a correct time interval.   
Incorrectly administered vaccines will not yield the desired level of disease protection.  

• Implement a parasite control strategy to include roundworm, fluke and lungworm.  
• Return in-calf heifers to the owner’s farm at least six weeks before they calve down.  

This is to ensure that they are not being transported on the point-of-calving and are 
properly acclimatised to their environment so that they also have the required level of 
‘local’ antibodies in their system before calving.

• The pre-movement test should be carried out when heifers are approximately 22 
months of age.   Its specific date should take into account the time lag between the 
taking of tests and the results being returned to the farmer e.g. the TB and blood tests 
take 3 and at least 5 days respectively before the results are returned to the farmer.  

Issues to be considered in a rearing contract

Formal written contracts for rearing replacement heifers have been in place in New
Zealand for over 20 years.   Approximately 70% of heifers are grazed off-farm with a
written contract in place.  The rest don’t have a written contract but are usually between
owners and rearers who have a long established business relationship.  Farmer experience
with replacement heifer contracts is that they are not foolproof.  When difficulties arise, the
contracts will not legally protect the owner.  However contracts do allow for some of the
day to day issues that will arise during the off-farm period to be identified, discussed and
agreed upon before the heifers arrive on the rearers farm.  

Such issues will include:
• Is the contract verbal or written?
• Ownership status of the animals;
• Agreed costs;
• Dates of arrival/planned removal of animals to/from the rearer’s farm;
• Agreed final and intermediate weights – will the heifers be weighed and if so, 

by whom and at what stage;
• Dosing, testing and vaccination programmes – who pays/who administers;
• Will heifers be mixed with stock from other herds?
• What happens in the event of a regulatory disease outbreak?
• Disease status of the owner’s farm;
• Breeding programme – AI or stock bull sourcing/type, who does the heat detection;
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Sample of an Off Farm Heifer Rearing Contract from New Zealand
A sample of a basic New Zealand heifer rearing contract is presented below for information purposes only.

Grazing Contract to be signed by all Parties
The person who is grazing the stock will be known as the grazier.  The person whose stock
are being grazed will be known as the owner.

This is a contract between grazier ______ and owner _____

Commencement of contract 1 May _____ Termination of contract 30 April _____

The grazier shall manage stock with good husbandry in accordance with efficient farming
practices but shall not be responsible for any outbreak of disease, sickness or other ill-thrift
in stock or any consequent loss incurred by the owner unless arising from a breach of any
obligation on the part of the grazier under this agreement.  

There is no death compensation for stock.

The owner guarantees that the young stock are from a TB, Brucellosis and EBL accredited
herd and ensures that stock are inoculated for Leptospirosis and BVD and other diseases
with a history of occurrence on the owners or graziers property. 

All stock must be identified by ear tag.

Stock must be dehorned at least one month prior to arrival.

Should the service of a veterinary surgeon be necessary, the fee for this service is the
responsibility of the owner.

Drenches and all animal health products will be purchased and administered by the grazier
but will be charged back to the owner.

Jersey yearling bulls will be hired by the grazier and charged back to the owner on a per
head basis.  Mating start / finish dates in accordance with the owner’s wishes.

Payments will be on a monthly basis payable 20th of month, first payment in month of
stock arrival e.g. 20th May.  
Per head per week ____ plus VAT
Monthly charges will vary due to bull hire, health costs etc.

The owner may inspect his stock at any time but by appointment only.

This contract firmly binds both grazier and owner for the period stated.  Only in the event of
the said stock not being farmed in a good and proper manner, and agreed upon by an
independent agricultural consultant or arbitrator can this contract in any way be terminated.

Signature of owner ____________________    Signature of grazier ____________________

On a first visit to the rearer’s farm, the owner should:
1. Walk the farm with the rearer to satisfy himself/herself that the standard of 

grassland management is good enough to achieve the growth rates required 
by replacement heifers.

2. Observe the quality of existing stock on the rearer’s farm.
3. Observe the condition of boundary fences.
4. Observe the quality of current housing facilities.

One preliminary visit may be all that is required to establish that the rearer is capable of
doing a good job.  The rearer should also visit the owner’s farm to assess the standard of
farming on the owner’s farm i.e., the standard of grassland management, the facilities and
the quality of the existing stock on the farm.  Both of these visits are essential in helping
both parties to build a working relationship and finally to decide if they want to go into
business together.  Form NBAS31B, available at local DVO offices, must be completed
before any farm to farm movement can take place.

Summary

• Several advantages exist for the owner of the heifers, including:
o Freeing up time and labour to focus on dairying on the home farm;
o Potentially allowing higher income to be made.

• Several advantages exist for the rearers, including:
o Improved cash flow due to a steady monthly income;
o A freeing up of the capital required to stock the farm
o The potential to increase farm income.

• Challenges also exist for the rearer.  These include:
o Complying with the wishes of a third party (in this case the heifer owner) on how 

the heifers are raised;
o Engaging in a new enterprise with different targets – live weight, reproductive and 

husbandry than those associated with conventional drystock production.
• Animal disease issues, both regulatory and non-regulatory may represent a serious 

challenge to both owner and rearer of replacement heifers.
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Copy of Form NBAS31B 
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Dairy Programme
Transferring research-based knowledge onto Irish dairy farms

Teagasc Dairy Programme includes:

It also covers:

CONTACT YOUR LOCAL TEAGASC OFFICE,
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