
How are cows bred and how do farmers know when their cows are due? Do cows need help 
when they are calving? 
 
Cows are mammals, just like humans, which means they need to give birth in order to start 
making milk. Almost all dairy cows in the U.S. are bred by artificial insemination, not by a bull 
on the farm. This is done for a few reasons: it is much safer not to have a bull on the farm, it 
allows for improved genetics to be used (which can improve cow health and production), and it 
helps farmers have a better idea when a cow is due to calve.  
 
Dairy heifers (the name for a cow that has not given birth yet) are bred when they are mature 
enough and big enough, usually between 13-16 months of age. Similar to humans, cows 
gestation period is nine months, so most cows will give birth for the first time at about two 
years of age. After the first, cows usually have a calf every year to 15 months. When a cow 
comes into heat, the farmer or a breeding technician will breed the cow and record the date. 
Just over a month later, the cows will be checked to see if they are pregnant. Usually this is 
done by the herd veterinarian through the use of an ultrasound. If the cow is pregnant, a due 
date is estimated based on the ultrasound and the date of breeding. If the cow is not pregnant, 
she will be bred again when she comes back into heat. 
 
When a pregnant milking cow is about two months from her due date, she is “dried off,” which 
means she is no longer milked. This gives her two months to rest before she calves and starts 
making milk again. Like humans, a due date is simply a prediction, and the cow could calve a 
week or two early or late, which is why farmers need to monitor their cows regularly. As the 
due date approaches, farmers will check the cow for signs of the start of labor (which includes 
her udder looking full, the relaxing of ligaments around her tail, lifting of the tail, restlessness, 
and nesting behaviors). Once a cow shows these signs, she will be monitored very closely. As 
long as the calving continues to progress, and the cow is pushing, the farmer will leave her to it 
and just observe. In most cases, dairy cows will give birth with no assistance, but sometimes the 
calf may not be positioned correctly and the farmer needs to help out a bit. In very rare cases, 
the herd veterinarian is called to help. The ultimate goal is to minimize the stress of calving, 
keep the mother cow in good health, and to deliver a strong, healthy calf. No matter how many 
times you see a calf being born, it is still an amazing experience. 
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