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Objectives 
Recent international research has demonstrated that one of the more important risk factors for 
lameness is a previous case of lameness. This suggests that an increased amount of effort should 
be aimed at extending the time to first lameness case, with particular emphasis around the 
transition period for the heifer. The transition period for heifers is relatively unique in New 
Zealand, in that a large proportion (>80%) of dairy heifers calve over a short time frame of 
approximately 2 months, and these heifers have usually spent the majority, if not all, of their life 
prior to first-calving event on pasture. Yet after calving, these animals are exposed to a host of 
new environmental and management stressors, and to the now well-accepted consequences that 
calving has on the hoof.  
 
The primary objective of this study was to assess whether a conditioning and exercise regime 5 
weeks pre-calving increases the time to first lameness event in dairy heifers in pasture-based 
systems. Practically, this objective investigated whether we can alter pre-calving transition 
management in first-calving heifers to make them more able to withstand the physiological and 
management changes that occur post calving with respect to hoof health. 
 
Methods 
This study was conducted on a convenience sample of six spring-calving dairy farms in the 
North Island of New Zealand.  
 
All dairy heifers present on the enrolled study farms at the study start date (approximately 5-6 
weeks prior to the start of calving for each herd) were enrolled into a randomised clinical 
interventional trial and randomly allocated into intervention or control group at a ratio of 1:1 on 
each farm. The heifers in the intervention group walked from the paddock that they have been 
allocated to by the farmer, along the farm race (~0.5-1.0 km one way) to the concrete collecting 
yard where they stood on concrete for approximately one hour. They were then walked back to 
their grazing paddock. The intervention took place five days a week for five weeks (i.e., 25 
intervention days across 35 days). Control animals were managed as per normal farm practices 
on pasture prior to calving. At the completion of the intervention phase, just prior to the planned 
start of calving for the heifers, the two treatment groups were joined together in preparation for 
calving. All study animals were followed for up to 210 days.  
 
Fortnightly Lameness Scoring (LS) data were collected by one of two trained technicians, 
starting two weeks after the first heifer in each herd had calved, and continued for 15 LS events 
(LS 0-3). Farmers were also instructed to record the animal number and date of all cases of 
lameness that they diagnosed on farm. These farmer-recorded lameness cases were analysed as 
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lame, regardless of their LS status. The outcome was analysed as time-to-first lameness event, 
with survival analysis techniques utilised. 
 
Results 
There were 392 heifers in the treatment groups and 390 heifers in the control groups enrolled. A 
total of 102/782 (13.0%; 95% CI 10.9-15.6%) heifers were diagnosed as lame; 51 of these were 
diagnosed during LS events, and the other 51 were diagnosed by farmers. 
Fifty-three of the lame animals belonged to heifers in the treatment group, and 49 in the control 
group. There was no difference in the hazards of lameness between treatment groups; the hazard 
for a case of lameness in the treatment group was 1.12 times (95% CI 0.65-1.95) the hazard of a 
case of lameness in the control group.  
 
Conclusion 
Despite the study involving a large number of heifers, the true lameness risk was lower than 
expected. This reduced the power of our study to find small differences between the treatment 
groups. However, it does need to be concluded that it will be unlikely that this current 
intervention will reduce lameness rates to any biologically important extent in first lactation 
dairy heifers, and that we urgently require other practical science-based methods to reduce the 
incidence of lameness in dairy cows. 
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