LINEAR SCORING

DAIRY STRENGTH
by Ted Halbach
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AIRY Strength is a combination of dairy
and strength attributes that support
sustained production and longevity. We
want dairy cows to possess general openness and angularity while maintaining strength,
width of chest, spring of fore rib and substance of
bone without coarseness. The cow’s body condition
should be appropriate for her stage of lactation.
Simply put, a dairy cow needs to look like she
produces a lot of milk and will be able to do so
year after year. The heavy muscling and conditioning we look for in beef cattle is undesirable in
dairy cattle. We want dairy cattle to give us the
impression that they convert the feed they eat
The author is a dair y management instructor at the University of
Wisconsin-Madison. He has coached three national championship
intercollegiate dair y cattle judging teams.

into milk instead of fat, which is what angular
cows with good “dairy strength” do.
One of the most significant aspects of the 2009
revision to the PDCA Scorecard was the elimination
of the Dairy Character and Body Capacity breakdowns. In their place, a new breakdown was created
called Dairy Strength. It is weighted at 25 percent.
What prompted these changes? Functional dairy
cows possess a balance of both dairy (feminine) and
strength (healthy) qualities. Over the years, body
capacity weighting declined relative to dairy character. The end result was a growing number of cows
with extreme “dairyness” without the strength and
health to survive for multiple lactations.
Contributing to this trend was our interpretation of the early Productive Life research that
seemed to suggest that the body form linear traits
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(Strength and Body Depth) were negatively correlated to longer lived cattle. Involuntary culling research, completed in 2003, for each linear
type trait helped to change this thinking. That
research showed that cows scoring on either
end of the linear scale for the body traits had a
slightly greater risk of culling, suggesting that
more intermediate scores are preferable.
Of the dairy-related traits under Dairy
Strength, ribs (8 points) receive the greatest
emphasis. Ideally, the ribs should be far apart,
flat, deep and slanted towards the rear. We also
want them to be well sprung, expressing fullness and extending outside the point of elbows.
Rib structure fitting this description enhances
the cow’s abdominal capacity, allowing her to eat
more and produce more milk.
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The linear trait Dairy Form has a direct relationship to the Dairy Strength breakdown, as
the category’s feminine or dairy qualities make
up its definition. When evaluating Dairy Form, a
higher score correlates to a cow that is more angular. Cows lower on the scale are less clean-cut and
smoother in their appearance. Body condition,
which refers to the relative amount of body fat an
animal has, can complicate scoring this trait. To
lessen its influence, awareness of desired body condition at the various stages of lactation is required,
as well as placing greater emphasis on those traits
like the ribs, neck and bone quality that don’t
change as a cow gains weight in later lactation.
The strength characteristics evaluated by the
Dairy Strength breakdown include the chest (6
points) and barrel (4 points). These traits contribute
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to a cow’s health and vigor. The ideal chest should
be deep and wide with well-sprung fore ribs, providing capacity for the cow’s vital organs. The barrel
should be long, with adequate depth and width, widening toward the rear with a deep flank.
Chest and barrel are also evaluated by linear
traits. The linear trait Strength scores the width of
the chest floor. Cows with wide chests score higher
on the linear scale while cows that are narrow score
lower. Be careful to correctly identify the chest as
some cows that are loose in their shoulders can give
you the false impression of having wider chests as
they often place their legs further apart.
The linear trait Body Depth measures the circumference of the barrel. A deeper cow receives
a higher score, and a shallower cow receives a
lower score. A good point of reference to use when
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assessing depth of body is to think of an imaginary line extending from the point of elbow parallel to the ground past the cow’s barrel. The more
the barrel extends below that imaginary line, the
higher the Body Depth score. Keep in mind that
extreme depth is not desirable because very deepbodied cows often have udders that are lower relative to the hock, a highly undesirable trait that is
known to shorten a cow’s productive life.
Thighs, neck, withers and skin are the nonlinear
traits associated with this breakdown.
Reprints from our five linear scoring Young Dairymen
pages will be available after the March 10 issue.
Preorders are now being accepted. Turn to page 116
for ordering information.
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DON’T
AVOID THE

ELEPHANT
IN THE

RUMEN
The advantages of Levucell SC
are too big to ignore!
We’re not talking peanuts here. We’re talking about a yeast
that is unlike others. Levucell® SC is the only active dry
yeast specifically selected to maximize rumen function in
all life stages of dairy cattle. Including Levucell SC in your
ration helps to:
• Improve rumen pH
• Increase fiber digestion
• Optimize rumen function
Don’t ignore the elephant any longer.
Experience the benefits of Levucell SC.
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