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Bull Management and Herd 
Synchrony Programs

In early March, Carl Hockey from RuralVet Pty Ltd, facilitated an online discussion around two of the options for northern 
Australian dairy farms looking to improve the reproductive performance of their dairy herds – bull management and herd 
synchrony programs.

Belinda Haddow 
Subtropical Dairy Regional Extension Officer Darling Downs and South-east Queensland

Bulls

Bulls have historically been a neglected part of dairy herd 
breeding programs. All too often, too much is expected from 
a small number of bulls, pre-joining preparation of the bulls is 
overlooked, and management during use is less than optimal. 

There is simple Rule of Thumb for having enough bulls on a 
dairy farm. For year-round calving herds: a team of two bulls for 
every 100 cows. You need to allow enough bulls to rotate and 
rest the bulls. 

Once there are the correct number of bulls on hand, there are 
a few easy management tips to ensure good reproductive 
performance in the herd;

Synchrony progams

If you have all of your herd reproductive basics right, 
herd synchrony programs may be the next step in 
improving the reproductive performance of your dairy 
herd. Heat synchronisation involves treatment of cows 
with reproductive drugs in order to time when their next 
heat and/or ovulation will occur. Heat synchronisation 
can offer efficient use of labour, as the work of heat 
detection and AI is shortened into planned, intensive 
periods. In seasonal and split herds, it can be used to 
compress three cycles of breeding (nine weeks) into a 
seven-week mating program, or two cycles (six weeks) 
into a four-week mating program.

Synchronisation programs may help increase heat 
detection rates in large herds, if people are less 
skilled or have limited time because the people 
detecting heat can focus on the job for short, 
predicted periods. However, most synchronisation 
programs will have a limited effect on in-calf rates. 
Therefore, the management benefits should be the 
biggest consideration when deciding whether to use 
synchronisation or not.

When detecting heat during a synchronisation program, 
simple aids such as tail painting or heat mount 
detectors are essential.

Some synchrony programs require fixed timed 
inseminations, meaning that no heat detection is 
required at all during that period. Some synchrony 
programs allow resynchronisation of returns to service 
to help achieve increased heat detection rates for 
returns to service.

View the Subtropical 
Dairy Bull Management 
and Herd Synchrony 
webinar with Carl 
Hockey here.

• Have the bulls on the farm 
and settled 2-3 months 
prior to the desired mating 
start date

• Have ½ the bulls running 
with the herd and rest 
the other group – rotate 
weekly.

• Avoid bulls fighting by 
grouping them with others 
of similar age, size and 
temperament

• Always run a minimum of 
two bulls with a small mob 
of cows

• Use bulls between 15 
months and 4 years of age

• Remember health checks 
for bulls and vaccinate, 
especially for Vibrio.

• Be alert for any lame or 
sick bulls

• Prevent bulls coming into 
the dairy and consuming 
large amounts of 
concentrates. Up to 2-3 kg 
of concentrates a day is 
enough for a bull.

• Bulls are affected by heat 
stress too and periods 
of high temperature 
and humidity can affect 
reproductive performance

• If you are running a 
synchrony program with 
the herd, then run all the 
bulls the weeks you expect 
any return breeders, then 
go back to the usual 
rotations and resting.

When running bulls with the 
herd, keep track of cows 
observed on heat. This 
can be used to provide an 
early warning of poor herd 
reproductive performance 
and to determine which cows 
may be empty and estimate 
when cows became pregnant.

For more 
information on bull 
management, visit 
the Dairy Australia 
website here.

Having enough ‘mop-up’ bulls on hand is a simple, 
cheap and effective way to improve dairy herd fertility. 

Many dairy farms don’t use enough bulls. With InCalf’s 
Bulls: power up! it is easier than ever to make sure you 
have enough bulls for the coming mating season.

Rule of thumb
Seasonal/split calving herds: a team of three bulls 
for every 100 cows at mating start date or four per 
hundred if synchrony is used.

Year-round calving herds: a team of two bulls for every 
100 milking cows. 

Sounds like a lot? That’s because you need to allow 
enough bulls to rotate and spell. It’s why many dairy 
herds are under-powered with bulls.

It’s easy to get it right
Once you’ve got the right total number of bulls on hand, 
it’s easy to manage them for good results.

1.  Have the bulls on the farm eight weeks before 
mating start date.

2.  Run half the bulls with the herd at any one time;  
spell the rest; rotate the group no more than weekly.

3.  Avoid fighting by grouping bulls of similar size,  
age and temperament.

4. Always run a minimum of two bulls with a small mob.

5.  Use bulls aged between 15 months and  
four years.

6.  Vaccinate, especially for Vibrio.

7. Test for Pestivirus and remove any carriers

Synchrony, a special case
If you are synchronising, there’s one more thing to plan 
for: lots of returns within a few days. Run all the bulls 
the week you expect returns, then go back to rotating 
and spelling.

Testing bulls for breeding soundness

In each team of bulls some will have lower fertility or be 
infertile. Testing them for breeding soundness ensures 
your bull team is up for the job.

Bulls: power up!

More information:  
Dairy Australia  
T (03) 9694 3700 
E  enquiries@dairyaustralia.com.au  
www.dairyaustralia.com.au/incalf

This short guide to synchrony 
methods is designed to help 
you when discussing programs 
suitable for your farm with your 
veterinarian. 
Reproductive advice and synchrony programs should be 
tailored to each herd’s needs. There are many different oestrus 
synchrony methods in common use in lactating cows. This 
document does not describe synchrony programs for heifers.

It outlines the pros and cons of the different synchrony 
programs in terms of costs, resources required, complexity of 
management and outcomes.

This guide provides only a broad overview of the main 
synchrony methods used in Australian dairy herds. There are 
many other synchrony methods that involve minor modifications 
of these programs however the essential components remain 
the same.

Most of the methods outlined involve administration of S4 
drugs that are available only on veterinary prescription so seek 
advice from your veterinarian before deciding on a program. 
Always follow the label directions on any veterinary drugs and 
observe all drug withholding periods for meat and milk.

Achieving good results

All these programs work better when:

•	Cows are cycling i.e. a low proportion of non-cycling cows in 
the herd

•	The time from calving to mating start date is longer (but not 
extended)

•	Cows are not ‘repeat breeders’ (i.e. cows with fewer than 3 
previous matings since calving)

•	Labour is well organised and responsibility for the synchrony 
program is clearly defined

•	Planning for the program occurs several weeks before the 
program starts

•	Semen is highly fertile (check the bulls or AI semen you are 
using before starting)

•	 Inseminators are well skilled and able to inseminate the 
required number of cows

•	You have suitable facilities for injection and insemination of 
cows

Submission rate targets

To achieve high herd reproductive performance aim for 

seasonal and split calving herds:

•	21 day submission rates greater than 85% for all cows and

•	greater than 92% for early calved mature cows (cows that are 
4 years or older and have been calved for 42 days or more)

Year round calving herds

•	80 day submission rates of greater than 73% for all cows and

•	greater than 76% for cows 4 years or older

Guide to synchrony programs for dairy herds

For more information on herd synchrony, 
visit the Dairy Australia website here.

https://www.facebook.com/subtropicaldairy
https://www.facebook.com/subtropicaldairy
http://chemclear.org.au/register-your-chemical
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/vq3kujrqhtrvtr0/AADez4iI-2GBPT8HE3tXP6J6a?dl=0
https://www.dairyaustralia.com.au/dairysa/animal-management-and-milk-quality/fertility/incalf-resources#.YmOCZS8RpMA
https://www.dairyaustralia.com.au/dairysa/animal-management-and-milk-quality/fertility/synchrony-programs



