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Understanding Calving Difficulty

The “will to calve” is a variable in the behavior of pregnant ‘fe-
males at calving time. Lack of effort at time of parturition is ob-
served most often in first-calf heifers. Some heifers will work
hard and persistently to give birth (usually with success) while
others will strain a few times and quit trying.

Failure to work hard at birthing a calf is a heritable trait, as
evidenced by the fact that a majority of the daughters of one bull
will display this fault while the daughters of another bull used in
the same herd will keep trying un-
til a calf is delivered. Obviously,
the bull whose daughters exhibit
this faulty behavior must be
culled.

Maternal instinct is a charac-
teristic of females that is often tak-
en for granted, yet a close exami-
nation finds this behavior quite
amazing. A newborn heifer calf
can be removed from the mother
at birth and kept in complete isola-
tion from other cattle. When this
calf matures sexually she can be
artificially inseminated, conceive, and after a normal gestation
period, lie down and give birth. She will then get up, claim the
offspring, clean it off, get it up, allow it to nurse, stay and protect
it. The complexity and subtlety of the hormone interactions
which control this behavior is mind-boggling.

A well developed maternal instinct is an important asset in a
breeding herd. Nothing is more discouraging to a herdsman
than to have a cow give birth to a live calf and refuse to claim it.
The extra time and labor required to pen such a cow with her
calf (which she may kill or injure) and force her to allow the calf
to nurse for three or four days is intolerable— and then she may
not claim it.
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Also, in severe weather (either hot or cold) if an unattended
cow fails to claim and care for her newborn, a dead calf is the re-
sult.

Another of the many factors which contribute to calving diffi-
culty is breed effect. Reference here is not to crossbreeding
where bulls of a breed of large mature size are mated with fe-
males of a small breed, but rather to the degree of calving diffi-
culty within a breed. A breed which consistently experiences
calving difficulty in first-calf heifers when mated with bulls of
the same breed has a serious problem and should be avoided.

A distinct difference exists between Bos taurus cattle (British
and European breeds) and Bos indicus cattle (Zebu and Zebu in-
fluenced breeds) as to size of calf at birth. The females of Zebu
breeds, such as the American Brahman, Indu Brazil, Nellore,
Gyr, Sahiwal and Red Sindhi, have the ability to produce a calf
small at birth regardless of the size or genetic potential for
growth of the bulls with which they are mated. The physiological
basis for this phenomenon is not understood but it results in
very little calving trouble among Zebu females. This is a tremen-
dous advantage.

Another condition which can cause trouble at calving time is
the abnormal presentation of the calf. Instead of the typical up-
right, head extended over the forelegs presentation, a calf may
have the head turned back or one or both forelegs back. Also, a
breech presentation — hind legs first — may occur or, in this
case, one or both hind legs back.

These conditions make birth impossible. The calf must be
pushed back through the pelvis and the position corrected.
There have been a few reports that such abnormal presentations
are hereditary, but a genetic effect has not been substantiated.
Since this condition occurs infrequently it is probably a chance
happening and of little concern in selection programs.

The next column will be devoted to the effect of the calf’s sire
upon calving difficulty.
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