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Cow Herd Vaccination Guidelines
Revised by John Wenzel1

INTRODUCTION 
Cow herd vaccination programs, like calf vaccination programs2, are an 
important component of a complete herd health program. The immune 
response depends on proper nutrition, vitamin and mineral balance, and 
proper preparation of the immune response beginning when the cow is a 
newborn calf. Vaccination protocols should be designed with specific man-
agement systems and production goals in mind. Consult your herd veteri-
narian to assist you in developing a complete herd health program.

PREVENTING DISEASE IN THE COW AND PASSING 
IMMUNITY TO CALVES
Some cow vaccinations, such as blackleg (clostridials) or lepto, are given 
to protect the cow from diseases that affect her directly. Some cow vac-
cines are given to help prevent diseases that can result in a loss of preg-
nancy, either from making the cow sick or making the unborn calf sick, 
thus helping prevent abortion. Examples of diseases these vaccines protect 
against are viral diseases like infectious bovine rhinotracheitis (IBR) and 
bovine viral diarrhea (BVD), bacterial diseases like vibriosis (bovine ve-
nereal campylobacteriosis) and leptospirosis, and protozoal diseases like 
neospora and trichomoniasis. Some vaccines develop immunity in the cow 
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that is passed in the colostrum so her unborn calf will 
be protected from certain diseases, for example rotavi-
rus, coronavirus, or Escherichia coli (E. coli), agents 
that cause scours in newborn calves. The timing of 
scour vaccines is very important and must follow label 
directions. In New Mexico, most pregnancy losses oc-
cur between mid-December and mid-February. There-
fore, it may be preferable to vaccinate cows in the 
fall when cows are gathered for pregnancy testing so 
the immunity stimulated by the vaccination will peak 
just before the greatest disease challenge and stress 
level to the pregnancy. In the fall, cows are generally 
in the best body condition of the production year, so 
malnutrition is less likely to affect cows’ response to 
vaccination. 

Colostral immunity that is transferred to the calf in 
colostrum is very important for the protection of the 
calf and in the development of that calf’s acquired im-
mune response. Failure to receive an adequate volume 
of good-quality colostrum (called failure of passive 
transfer) will affect the immune response of that calf 
for its entire life. The preparation of the dam’s immune 
response is directly related to the quality of the colos-
trum she will pass along to her calf. The dam’s nutri-
tional, mineral and vitamin, and vaccination status will 
also affect the quality of colostrum she produces.

VACCINATION PROTOCOLS
If cows are on a spring vaccination (fall calving) 
schedule, modifications to the fall vaccination program 
shown here may be needed. It is important to note that 
there is a wide variety of vaccine types, combinations, 
and uses. Have your local veterinarian assist you with 
product selection and protocols. Labeled directions 
must be strictly followed because some vaccines have 
narrow parameters of efficacy. For example, trichomo-
niasis vaccine must be given just before the breeding 
season because the duration of immunity from vac-
cination is very short. If this vaccine is administered at 
a different time, its efficacy may be compromised. It 
is also important to include bulls in the cow herd vac-
cination program because they can be a reservoir for 
many diseases that can contribute to pregnancy loss. 

The following is an example of a vaccination pro-
tocol for a spring calving cow herd given at fall preg 
check:

Cows and bulls
Viral vaccine for IBR, BVD, PI3, BRSV:

•	 Chemically altered (CA) vaccines (preferably 

those labeled for fetal protection). OR 
•	 Modified-live virus (MLV) vaccine following a 

protocol that is labeled for use in bred cows un-
der strict adherence to label directions. OR 

•	 Killed vaccines can be used, but the immune 
response will not be as robust, especially if the 
cows were not “primed” using MLV vaccines 
prior to breeding.

Bacterial vaccines: 
•	 Long-acting Campylobacter fetus (vibrio)/lepto-

spirosis (lepto) vaccine
•	 7-way clostridial booster (optional)
•	 Dewormer
•	 Other vaccines if necessary in your area

NOTE: In the fall, bred replacement heifers should be 
vaccinated using the same protocol as the mature cows.

Replacement heifers (branding to  
pre-breeding)

•	 Branding (at 2–4 months of age): 
- MLV: IBR, BVD, PI3, BRSV OR 
- CA (injectable): IBR, BVD, PI3, BRSV OR
- CA (intranasal): IBR, PI3, BRSV (plus separate 

MLV-BVD injection)

THEN

•	 Pre-weaning and/or weaning: 
- MLV (injectable): IBR, BVD, PI3, BRSV, clos-

tridials (plus boosters)
- Vibrio and 5-way leptospirosis (initial and 

booster during weaning or prior to breeding)
- Dewormer

•	 Pre-breeding:
- MLV (injectable): IBR, BVD, PI3, BRSV (labeled 

for fetal protection) strongly suggested
- Brucellosis (optional; if administered, it must be 

given by an accredited veterinarian and before  
1 year of age)

- Other vaccines if necessary for your area

Vaccination is a tool that can be used very effec-
tively to help reduce the incidence of disease in a cow 
herd. As with all tools, vaccines must be used and 
administered correctly to get the full benefit. Proper 
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timing, route of administration, dosage, vaccine han-
dling, and type of vaccine are paramount to prevent-
ing disease. Beef Quality Assurance (BQA) guidelines 
should be followed whenever vaccines or medications 
are administered. Your veterinarian can help you de-
velop a vaccination program specifically for your op-
eration and geographic area.
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