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Extended Lactation: will genetic 
progress change? 
 
The use of extended lactation (EL) within 
Victorian dairy farming systems is now 
considered commercially viable. With 
research information now available and 
farmer experience growing, an informed 
decision can be taken by farmers and 
advisors regarding use of EL.  

Introduction 
It is increasing difficult to maintain a seasonal 
calving pattern. The modern dairy cow is 
capable of lactations well beyond the 
traditional 300 days. This provides dairy 
farmers with new management options.  EL is 
a system that suits the modern cow. 

Will there be a change in genetic 
progress? 

 
 There are both positives and negatives 

for rate of genetic progress 
 Fewer heifer calves will be born in an 

extended lactation system 
 Fewer heifer calves will be required 

as replacements in an extended 
lactation system 

 More cows will have calves to AI 
 More high genetic merit animals will 

have calves  
 Extended lactation allows greater 

selection pressure 
 

 
Cows calve less frequently in an extended 
lactation system. This will result in a slower 
introduction of improved genetics from an 
individual cow.  However, there are a number 
of compensating factors that provide a benefit 
in genetic progress under extended lactation 
(EL). 
 
EL allows more time between calving and 
mating.  It is estimated that 100 days is now 
required between calving and mating to 
achieve optimum reproductive performance 
and this cannot be achieved for the majority of 
cows in a seasonal (300 day lactation) calving 
herd.  As a result, in an EL system, more cows 
will be in calf overall and more will be in calf 
to first mating.   
 

Given that the first round of cow matings are 
to AI, more heifer calves will be AI bred in an 
extended lactation system due to more cows 
being joined at an optimum period for 
reproductive performance.  This provides a 
greater choice between heifers retained as 
breeders. 
 
Higher producing cows are generally in 
negative energy balance when joined in a 
traditional calving system and the consequent 
reduction in pregnancy rates means fewer 
heifer calves are born to the highest producing 
cows. By contrast, more heifer AI calves can 
be expected from an extended lactation system, 
given cows are joined later when in positive 
energy balance. 
 
A higher number of first calvers will be in calf 
due to heifers not being in negative energy 
balance at joining in an EL system.  On 
average, the genetic merit of the heifers is 
highest, hence their calves will be of higher 
genetic merit and this will be another positive 
for rate of genetic gain under EL. 
 
Higher selection pressure can be applied to an 
EL system as fewer cows are culled for empty, 
allowing greater culling for production and 
other desirable traits. 
NOTE   In-Calf and other principles of sound 
breeding management should be used in an 
extended lactation system 
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The advice provided in this publication is intended 
as a source of information only. Always read the 
label before using any of the products mentioned. 
The State of Victoria and its employees do not 
guarantee that the publication is without flaw of any 
kind or is wholly appropriate for your particular 
purposes and therefore disclaims all liability for any 
error, loss or other consequence which may arise 
from you relying on any information in this publ 


