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Best start in life is key 
to happy healthy calves

O rganic milk producer Andy King from Somerset, is a firm believer that getting calves off 
to a good start in life has benefits on lifetime performance and profitability. “My wife 
Rosemary keeps meticulous calf health records.  If a heifer or cow does not perform as 
expected in the herd we can look back at its records and often find it had problems as a 

calf,” he says.  “So I am a firm believer in getting calves off to the best possible start in life.” Read the 
full story on page 10.
 
In this special edition, AHDB report on a new study that has identified the critical key areas where 
farmers can get the best out of their calves during the first few months of life. Information on the 
current approaches to calf rearing was captured and analysed from 60 dairy farms across GB by 
Dr Robert Hyde who undertook the work as part of his AHDB funded PhD at the University of 
Nottingham’s Vet School. You can read more on page 18.
 
On pages 12 and 20-21 calf scour is discussed in detail, including some interesting on-farm intel from 
Synergy Farm Health youngstock vets . . . “ A common issue we encounter on our rounds is scouring 
calves. We have seen that some simple management changes, tweaking of protocols and attention to 
detail can make all the difference, “ comments Synergy Health Farm Vet Charlotte Debbaut.

 
And finally, a study by the University of Florida’s Department of Animal 
Science has concluded that human contact makes for happier and healthier 
dairy calves. The new study shows that five minutes of human company—
and neck scratches—may help reduce stress and improve well-being for 
weaning dairy calves. It’s probably good for farmers too.
 
Enjoy the issue, and if you want to give any feedback or ideas for future 
editions please email: caroline@calderwood.cc

Caroline Calder
Editor 
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“A good colostrum programme is the single most 
important management factor in determining calf 

health and survival.”
Sarah Bolt, Kingshay, Technical Knowledge Exchange Manager (page 16).
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“To unlock the genetic 
potential of calves it is 

essential to ensure their 
requirements are met in 

early life”

Dr Laura Tennant, Young Animal Feed Technical 
Advisor with Trouw Nutrition GB (page 24).
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S usanna and Fraser have 
invested in two new calf sheds 
during the past 24 months 
and have also switched to 

feeding an advanced milk replacer to 
promote calf health and ensure tar-
get growth rates can be maintained 
throughout the rearing period.

 There’s a constant flow of calves 
from the 430-cow all-year-round calv-
ing pedigree Holstein herd. Cows are 
bred to dairy sires, with sexed semen 
used on cows and conventional semen 
on heifers. An Aberdeen Angus sire 
is used as a sweeper and all calves are 
reared on the farm, with beef cross and 
dairy bull sires sold at between four 
and six weeks old to Buitelaar. There 
are around 100 pre-weaned calves 
on the unit at any one time, plus 250 
weaned, bulling and in-calf heifers.

 “We’re looking for consistent dairy 
heifer growth from birth to calving,” 
says Fraser, who shares calf manage-
ment with calf rearer Geri McDougall 
and Fraser’s father Raymond, who pro-
vides extra help when needed.

 The current average age at first 
calving is 25.2 months, with a range 
between 22 and 26 months. “I’m happy 
with between 24 and 25 months,” says 
Fraser. “I like heifers to be mature 
enough and with a good frame before 
calving. If they’re not big enough, or 
well-enough developed, it affects their 
performance in the herd.”

 Although a daily liveweight gain of 
1kg for heifer calves through to calv-
ing would be a good target, they are 
not pushing too hard to achieve this at 
the expense of their system. “We’re not 
rearing them on the most intensive sys-
tem and I like heifers to have a graz-
ing season, once they’re more than six 
months old, so their daily liveweight 
gain probably slows down a bit while 
at grass.”

 That said, he’s noticed that average 
daily liveweight gain is nudging 1kg a 
calf since moving to NeoMilk Beyond 
– a skim calf milk replacer, designed 
and formulated by Cargill, to provide 
a precise balance of amino acids and 
targeted fatty acids with a gut health 
package to support calf health, immu-
nity and rumen development.

 JB Nutrition’s Katie Barnes 
encouraged Fraser to try this new 
advanced milk replacer soon after it was 
introduced in summer 2021, and she’s 
measured growth and weight gain on 
the unit from the start.

 Newborn calves are moved to indi-
vidual pens close to the calving pen 
within the first 24 hours and receive 
three feeds of four litres of high-quality 
colostrum from a carefully monitored 

“We’re 
looking for 

consistent dairy 
heifer growth 
from birth to 

calving”

store kept on the farm. They’re then 
bottle fed NeoMilk Beyond – an easy 
progression due to its similarity to 
mother’s milk and, once able to suck 
from a teat on their own, at three or four 
days old, they’re moved into pens of 12 
calves and fed NeoMilk Beyond through 
a carefully calibrated calf feeder.

As soon as calves go onto the calf 
machine, they are offered ad-lib calf 
pellets and straw to encourage rumen 
development, and fresh water.

“I wanted to be confident that this 
new milk did what it said it would,” says 
Katie. “We followed recommended rates 
and fed four litres per calf with 150g of 
milk replacer made up to a litre, increas-
ing to six litres per calf - so 900g of milk 
replacer, within the first two weeks.

“Milk replacer is gradually reduced 
towards weaning at 70 days to encour-
age dry feed intakes and rumen devel-
opment. This eases the transition to 
post-weaning diets with as little stress as 
possible.”

Katie Barnes and Fraser Nicholson: Mixing advanced milk powder for machine 
feeding to calves

Raising the bar on calf rearing
Dumfries-based farmer Fraser Nicholson is under no illusions as to the 
importance of youngstock rearing and its contribution to the future 
well-being of his and wife Susanna’s dairy business, reports Karen Wright.
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calf rearing

moves on. Fresh bedding is a must to 
keep calves dry and as disease-free as 
possible. All calves are BVD tested, 
despite the herd being totally negative, 
and the vaccinate for IBR and salmonella 
as routine, but calves are not vaccinated 
for anything.

 “We don’t need to use medicines 
unnecessarily,” adds Fraser. “We moni-
tor and measure calf performance, as part 
of the Arla matrix scheme and we’re in 
the top 10% for calf rearing performance 
among Arla Morrison suppliers,” he adds.

 Stillbirths at Newhouse Farm are less 
than 1% and mortality from birth to 28 
days averages 2.2% – well below their 
supplier-group average. They have very 
few cases of scour, but any incidences are 
referred to their vet and treated with an 
antibiotic. Cases of pneumonia are also 
minimal. “We’ve got a good system that 
works, and we’re pleased with the results 
from our investments,” says Fraser “And 
when it comes to calf milk, you get what 
you pay for. The advanced formulations 
that support growth rates and health are 
adding value here.

 “We’ve always viewed our youngstock 
as our future investment and worked 
hard to prevent health issues and growth 
setbacks. Since revising the diet and 
updating the system we’ve seen small but 
valuable improvements with an extra 1kg 
on growth rate, fewer cases of scours and 
reduced calf mortality; all factors that 
support health and welfare, and the sus-
tainability of our business.”

Results were encouraging and weight 
gains notched up to 0.85kg to 1kg a day 
per calf across the pre-weaning period. 
“The greatest variation was seen among 
calves from heifers or twin calves,” 
she adds, “but we’ve consistently aver-
aged daily liveweight gains of more 
than 0.9kg per calf per day. It definitely 
promotes growth rates and we see few 
health issues in the calves.”

 Achieving and maintaining healthy 
calves is the main driver at Newhouse 
Farm. “So NeoMilk Beyond skim milk 
replacer, with its extra support for the 
immune system and other health pack-
ages, fits well.”

More than feed

Although extremely pleased with the 
growth results achieved by feeding the 
new milk replacer, Fraser and his team 
are aware that it takes a combination of 
diet, management and the environment 
to get the best performance from these 
youngstock.

“The whole calf rearing ‘package’ 
must be as good as it can be to prevent 
disease setbacks and get good growth 
rates. Our young beef-cross calves need 
to look attractive to our buyer, and heif-
ers should be ready to breed at around 
15 months old,” adds Fraser.

Keen to keep up to date, the 
Nicholson’s have invested time and 
money into a system and infrastruc-
ture that supports calf health and wel-
fare during the past two and a half years. 

“There were no gaping holes, and 
we had no real disease issues, but we 
needed to update the buildings and sys-
tem. As the dairy herd has expanded 
over the years, and we had more young-
stock on the ground, the calf pens had 
come under pressure. We felt that if we 
didn’t invest in this area we would have 
problems further done the road.”

In 2021, two new purpose-built sheds 
fitted with ventilation pipes and fans 
were added. An improved layout also 
helped to minimise stress to young calves 
and maximise their welfare. “We’ve got 
a system that puts the calves first, par-
ticularly newborns and young calves, 
with minimum travel time in those early 
days particularly. Calves move through 
the building as they get older – a bit like 
rooms in a children’s nursery – and are 
weaned at 70 days old.”

Individual pens are cleaned out and 
disinfected every time a calf leaves, and 
pens are pressure washed as the group 

Achieving and maintaining healthy calves is the main driver at Newhouse Farm

Katie Barnes with 
Fraser Nicholson 
– calf growth and 
weight gain is 
measured 
regularly

“We’ve got a 
system that puts 
the calves �irst, 

particularly 
newborns and 
young calves”

Investment in calf facilities  - two 
new sheds in 2021 - centre  left
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M ajor investment at 
the University of 
Nottingham’s dairy unit 
have seen improved calf 

health and reduced mortality rates which 
has led to a cut in antibiotic use and con-
tributed in efforts to cut the unit’s car-
bon footprint. The initiative has included 
expenditure on a new calf shed and 
youngstock handling facilities which will 
both contribute to reduce the age at first 
calving to a target 23 months.

The University’s Centre for Dairy 
Science Innovation (CDSI) stud-
ies all aspects of dairy cow produc-
tion including nutrition, health and 
welfare.  The dairy herd number 
370 cows – 321 milkers averaging over 
12,000 litres – and 347 youngstock.

“Calf rearing is known to be an impor-
tant determinant of lifetime health and 
productivity,” explains Nigel Armstrong, 
farm manager at CDSI.  “Getting a good 
start in life sets an animal up for life. 
Many factors can influence this, includ-
ing nutrition, passing on passive immu-
nity through colostrum, mixing with 
other animals and the disease challenges 
they face early in life.

“The facility is designed to explore 
how such factors impact on lifetime per-
formance of dairy cows. Calves and 
heifers can be followed through the 
youngstock facility to the CDSI milk-
ing herd to assess the impact of dif-
ferent factors on performance.  Such 
research informs the updating of advice 
on best practice in the rearing of dairy 
youngstock.”

Nigel visited various calf units 
around the UK and incorporated ideas 
gleaned from this into the shed which 
was built in autumn 2020.  The priority 
was good ventilation and to maintain a 
constant temperature.

“Calves were reared in outside 
hutches but this was not ideal in winter, 
when it was wet and cold, for either the 
calves or staff,” he says.  “So we decided 
to build a new calf shed to give us more 
control of the management of the calves 
and provide them with a consistent 
environment.

“We wanted to make the calf pens 
easy to bed up and clean and have access 
from the front and back to help make 

the management and movement of 
calves easier.  The overall aim was to 
provide a clean, controlled and consist-
ent environment for the calves.”

The calf shed has 36 pens in total 
and is split in two by a storage area and 
office to give 18 pens in each calf house.  
These have nine pens on each side with 
a central feeding passage and access 
passages at the rear of each row of pens.

Each pen is designed to accommo-
date two calves to meet the require-
ments of the farm’s Arla Tesco milk 
contract.  This gives the new shed a 
capacity for a total of 72 calves.

The calf house has an insulated roof 
with a pitch of 30 degrees and a pro-
tected ridge. Each shed has as extractor 
fan in the centre of the ridge but air flow 
has proved good and the fans are rarely 

“The facility 
is designed 

to explore how 
such factors 

impact on 
lifetime 

performance 
of dairy cows”

used. Outside air enters the base of the 
shed next to the service areas, flows over 
the pens and exits via the roof ridge.  
Automated temperature controlled cur-
tains on each side of the shed open in 
warmer weather to try to keep the tem-
perature at a minimum 20 deg C.

“The shed was originally designed for 
bucket feeding calves but has now been 
modified to suit automated feeding to 
facilitate feeding trials,” says Nigel.  “In 
hindsight we would have made the cen-
tral feed passage wider to accommo-
date this. However, we immediately saw 
a decrease in calf mortality and reduc-
tion in the amount of antibiotics used. 
So overall we are very pleased with the 
calf house.”

The overall mortality rate in 2019 
was recorded at 8.9% with 28 calves 
reported dying from 313 births.  The 
target mortality rate is below 5%.  This 
was cut to 3% for the period March 
2001 to February 2022 with 13 deaths 
from 421 birth when the new calf shed 
was in use.

Youngstock manager, and newly 
appointed assistant farm manager, 
Emma Gayner is also pleased with the 
new calf house – for both the calves and 
staff.  “The shed has a concrete floor and 
the design of the pens makes them easy 
to dismantle, clean and disinfect after 
each batch of calves.”

Pens are 330 x150 x 135 cm and 
divided by solid Paneltim panels.  “The 

The science behind better calf rearing

Numerous improvements have been made over recent years to update calf 
rearing and youngstock facilities at the University of Nottingham’s dairy unit.  
Mike Green reports on the benefits observed.
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youngstock between sheds. I am really pleased with these facilities which 
will make handling much easier.  This will also keep us on track for calv-
ing at 23 months and help cut our carbon footprint.”

The calf shed has been utilised for various trials. “Current research 
includes looking at calf behaviour, space and movement. Previous studies 
on the importance of temperature for calves has led to a move away from 
calf jackets and the installation of heat lamps in the youngest calf pens.”

For the future Emma would like to replace or refurbish the weaning 
sheds to improve the ventilation and drainage. Emma took on the role of 
youngstock manager two years ago and is hoping her replacement will 
also come in with some new ideas for improvements.

“As assistant manager I will be more involved with the dairy herd so 
it will be nice to see the first calves I reared coming through into the 
robotic milking unit,” she adds.

special report

size of pens can be flexible and they can be made bigger as the calves 
grow or introduce other calves.”

Cows calve in a yard which is bedded with fresh straw every day.  
Calves are taken to the calf shed as soon as they are born.  “We believe 
it is less stressful to the calf and mother if they do not form a bond.  
This makes the animals easier to manage and we can get the calf into 
a clean and healthy environment as soon as they are born,” explains 
Emma.

Calves immediately get four litres of tested, quality colostrum which 
has been harvested, pasteurised and frozen from suitable newly-calved 
cows. 

“This is tubed because it is the most efficient way to ensure the 
colostrum reached the stomach quickly.  The aim is to provide 10% of 
the calf’s body weight in colostrum at the first feed,” says Emma.

The next five feeds are fresh or frozen pasteurised transition milk 
fed from a bucket with a teat.  Most then take to automated feeding 
with a few remaining on bucket feeding until they are trained to use 
the machines.

“We pair calves from birth. It is important for the calves to have 
company and they learn from each other.  This encourages better feed-
ing behaviour, particularly when using automated calf feeders – it gen-
erates some healthy competition.”

Calves have access to water from day one, which is provided fresh 
every day in buckets.  They also have chopped straw and concentrates 
available to get them used to the smell and availability of these feeds 
from an early age.

After three weeks the calves are moved into weaning sheds and 
housed in maximum groups of 14.  The automated calf feeders pro-
vide 10 litres of milk per day for five weeks and then this is reduced 
over the following three weeks to wean the calves at 10 weeks of age.  
Concentrate is available ad-lib with intakes reaching two to three kg by 
weaning.

The calves are then moved to rearing sheds from 12 weeks of age 
with ad-lib straw and concentrates which are gradually restricted to 
1kg per head and forage introduced into the ration.  “All calves and 
youngstock are fed the same proprietary 18% crude protein nut which 
makes feeding simple, easier and cheaper,” notes Emma.

“The calves are fed the milking cows TMR refusals initially because 
we can give them a high energy ration for high growth rates without 
fear of the youngstock getting fat.”

Depending on space the youngstock are grouped in batches of 10 
according to size and fed mature/lower quality silage with minerals 
with no concentrates.  This maintains target growth rates without the 
stock becoming over fat.

Heifers are served from 13 months of age with a target of calving 
from 23 months at 80% of mature body weight of around 530kg to 
550kg.

To help monitor and meet youngstock growth targets the unit 
has just invested in new weighing and handling facilities.  Stock will 
be weighed regularly at key points from weaning to first service.  
“This will tie in with management procedures and when we move 

New youngstock handling and weighing facilities have just been 
installed

The science behind better calf rearing

The pen design makes them easy to dismantle and clean says 
Emma Gaynor
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O rganic milk producer Andy 
King of the Barrington 
Organic Partnership in 
Somerset, is a firm believer 

that getting calves off to a good start in 
life has benefits on lifetime performance 
and profitability.

“My wife Rosemary keeps meticu-
lous calf health records.  If a heifer or cow 
does not perform as expected in the herd 
we can look back at it’s records and often 
find it had problems as a calf,” he says.  
“So I am a firm believer in getting calves 
off to the best possible start in life.”

 During the short trial calves fed fresh 
whole milk mixed with additional milk 
powder for a four week period gained an 
extra 6.7kg.  “This may not sound much 
but at this critical stage of the rearing 
period it is significant,” he maintains.

 Working with organic feed spe-
cialist Rob Daykin from the Daykin 
Partnership and the farm’s Harper 
Adams placement student Amber 
Broadway, who was doing a college pro-
ject on calf feeding, they devised the 
trial using 45 calves in March to June 
2021.  These were a mix of both male 
and female dairy and beef-bred calves.  
They were housed in a well ventilated, 
draught free shed in well bedded and 
drained pens.

 At seven days of age they were split 
into a control group fed just whole milk 
or a CMR group fed whole milk mixed 
with additional calf milk replacer to 
increase dry matter intakes to over 
800g/day (see table).  This was added 
just before feeding and a whisk used to 
ensure it was mixed properly.

 Calves were weighed with electronic 
scales at the start and end of the trial 
feeding period – at seven days of age and 
35 days. The control group had a start 
weight of 42.8kg final weight of 57.97kg.  
The CMR group started at 44.6kg and 
finished at 64.7kg – 6.7 kg heavier than 
the control group.

 Further analysis showed that the 
liveweight gains achieved in the treat-
ment and control groups were simi-
lar irrespective of breed or sex of calf.  
There was no significant difference in 
the health of the calves. “I prefer to call 
the results on-farm observations rather 
than a trial,” says Andy.  “I would have 

liked to have fed the milk replacer 
for longer to see if the benefits contin-
ued until weaning at 12 weeks.”

 Andy says farmers need to look at 
their own calf performance and con-
sider the use of the feeding regime 
strategically – on both organic and con-
ventional farms.  “Additional milk pow-
der can be used strategically to help 
calf performance at challenging times 
of the year,” he suggests.  “It is not too 

complicated to implement and is some-
thing all producers could consider.”

 Andy has continued to feed some of 
his calves with additional milk powder. 
“It helps improve the consistency of the 
milk and performance of the calves,” 
he maintains. As for the cost the figures 
show that if the calves gain an extra five 
to six kg liveweight valued at over £3.00/
kg then the benefit is £20.  The amount 
of organic milk powder to achieve this 
is 8.8kg costing £39.00. “The increased 
weight gain of the calf may not be cost 
effective initially.  But I am convinced 
that if the subsequent performance of the 
animal is followed through there will be 
significant financial benefits.  This would 
be due to a combination of better rearing 
performance leading to calving at an ear-
lier age. I routinely see that heifers grown 
well in the rearing stage have fewer health 
and fertility problems as milking cows 
and go on to produce higher lifetime 
milk yields,” concludes Andy.

 

Calves on the trial benefited from additional milk powder in the diet

Benefits of CMR on calf performance

On-farm trials have indicated that adding calf milk replacer (CMR) to whole 
milk can boost growth rates in calves up to weaning and could provide a 
strategic tool to improve long term performance. Mike Green reports.

“I am a �irm 
believer in 

getting calves 
off to the best 
possible start 

in life”

Table:  Feed regime for control and CMR fed calves

Age (days Type of milk
Amount per 
feed (litres) 

2x daily

DM of whole 
milk (g/day) 

(Control group)

Added CMR
 (g/day) 

(Treatment 
group)

Total DM intake 
(g/day) 

(Treatment 
group)

1-2 Colostrum 3 1,100 0 1,100

2-7 Fresh/whole 
milk 2.5 600 0 600

7-14 Whole milk 3 720 90 810

14-35 Whole milk 3 720 180 900

Andy King
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“ LifeStart accredited 
milk replacers are 
formulated to give you 
confidence for feeding 
at higher levels.”

Georgina Thomas
Young Animal Feed Ruminant Manager
Trouw Nutrition GB

For more details 
about LifeStart visit
trouwnutrition.co.uk/lifestart

4327-01A LifeStart ECM_MASTER A4.indd   14327-01A LifeStart ECM_MASTER A4.indd   1 01/02/2023   09:5201/02/2023   09:52
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Action plan for management 
of a calf scour outbreak

I nfectious scour is the most com-
mon cause of death of calves 
under 14 days old. Current fig-
ures suggest that around 3% of all 

calves born in the UK are lost to scour 
annually. If we assume that calf scour is 
fatal in maybe a quarter of cases of sig-
nificant scour, we can suggest that prob-
ably around 10 – 12% of calves born will 
develop a scour in the neonatal period. 

While we should of course be aim-
ing to reduce our scour losses to zero, 
using these figures as a benchmark may 
help signal when it is time to really look 
at our on-farm scour prevention strat-
egy. A progressively higher incidence of 
scour on-farm can quite quickly become 
a full-scale outbreak as the environment 
becomes contaminated and more and 
more new-borns are infected.

If we break down our action 
plan into 3 stages:

1. Look for the Pathogens

The causes of calf scour are well known. 
The most common agents identi-
fied are: Cryptosporidium, Rotavirus, 
Coronavirus, E. coli, Salmonella. As 
these organisms include a single-celled 
parasite (Crypto), two viruses and two 
bacteria, it is clearly important to know 
which are the problem bugs on your 
farm as the management and control 
strategies for each will differ, not least 
in whether or not a vaccine is availa-
ble. Sampling should commence at the 
first sign of an increased incidence of 
scour as it may take several samples to 
identify the cause. Many scour samples 
(around 50%) will come back as nega-
tive, this is not because of any failure at 
the lab, but due to the often intermittent 
shedding of the pathogen in the scour of 
the affected calf. Sample fresh cases of 
scour, (from the rectum, not the floor) 
as soon as they are identified – these 
are more likely to be successful.  Cases 
where the calf has been scouring for 3 
days are much less likely to give good 
diagnostic information.

2. Eliminate Source of Pathogens

The ultimate source for all pathogens is 
the adult cow. Cows carry small num-
bers of them all in their gut without any 

Vet Dr John Henderson highlights how to keep calf losses to a minimum

ill-effects. The adult’s immune sys-
tem keeps these bugs in check but may 
never eradicate them completely. It is 
when they make their way into the gut 
of the naïve new-born calf that they can 
multiply to massive levels. Very small 
numbers of these pathogens can cause 
disease. As few as 10 Rotavirus particles 
can cause a scour infection. For Crypto 

“The ultimate 
source for all 
pathogens is 

the adult cow. 
Cows carry 

small numbers 
of them all in 

their gut 
without any 
ill-effects.”

the infectious dose could be 100 eggs. 
These numbers mean that fractions of a 
gram of ingested cow dung could cause 
a scour. Once inside the calf millions of 
virus particles or Crypto eggs develop 
in the infected cells of the gut lining 
and pour out of the calf along with the 
watery faeces. The scouring calf and the 
heavily contaminated environment then 
become the main source of infection.

To reduce the fresh calf’s chances of 
being infected we can do the following
I. Snatch calf at birth – minimize con-
tact with cow and calving pen
II. Try to provide uncontaminated calf 
housing, put clean hutches indoors, 
make bale pens, temporary polytunnel. 
III. Tend to these calves before going 
near the infected ones, attention to 
clothing, boots, buckets. Remember 
how little dung could bring the patho-
gen into these healthy calves. Assign 
someone to manage these calves and not 
the others.
IV. Once original calf house is empty, 
strip down, remove all dung, steam 
clean and disinfect, then leave to dry 
completely. These scour bugs are quite 

Calf presenting with 
a Rotavirus scour
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vaccination against e.g. Rotavirus can 
greatly reduce the severity of a com-
bined Rota/Crypto scour problem.
IV. Good calf management and nutri-
tion. A well fed, warm and happy calf 
will have a more robust immune system.
V. Consider use of a bovine concen-
trated lactoserum (Locatim®). This is 
a prescription medicine available from 
your veterinary surgeon, it is not an 
antibiotic. A 60 ml oral dose contains a 
protective amount of antibodies against 
the causes of calf scour. When given to 
a new-born calf immediately after birth 
it boosts the specific immune protection 
against scour. The normal cow’s colos-
trum feed is given afterwards. This will 
protect the new-born calves in the face 
of an outbreak while the control meas-
ures outlined above take effect.

calf scour

resistant to most common disinfectants 
and the surfaces need to be free from all 
dung for the chemicals to have a chance. 
High temperature cleaning followed by 
complete drying is very successful.

3. Maximise Calf Immune Strength

Scour pathogens are present on all dairy 
farms but only some farms have seri-
ous scour issues. This happens when 
the sheer number of bugs increases to 
a point which overwhelms the calf’s 
immune protection. As well as trying to 
minimise the pathogen challenge in a 
scour outbreak, we need to try to max-
imise the calf’s immune protection 
against scour:
I. Excellent Colostrum management – 
this is the single most important factor 
in providing protection against scour.

Locatim contains Bovine concentrated lactoserum containing specific immunoglobulin G antibodies against E. coli F5 (K99) adhesion ≥2.8* log /ml. IE: POM UK: POM-VPS. Advice on the use of this medicine must be 
sought from your veterinary surgeon. Further information available from the package leaflet, SPC or from Forte Healthcare Ltd.      Date of preparation: Jan 2023. FOR234.w 
* Nussbaum O et al. (2022) Efficacy of the oral administration of specific immunoglobulins against E. coli, rota- and coronavirus for the prevention of neonatal calf diarrhoea in dairy herds. In: World Buiatrics Congress 
2022 abstracts. Madrid, Spain 4th-8th September 2022. pp204-5.

Forte Healthcare Ltd, Block 3, Unit 9, CityNorth Business Campus, Stamullen, Co. Meath, K32 D990.  Tel: 01 8417666 (IE)  +44 1292 800013 (UK)   

Email: enquiries@fortehealthcare.com   Technical Enquiries: vets@fortehealthcare.com  |  www.fortehealthcare.com  

Calf scour outbreak 
causing problems 
despite your best 
efforts?
This means your calves need more antibody 
protection against scour.

Cut out the losses, ask your vet for LOCATIM® today!
Locatim is a highly concentrated sterile solution of specific antibodies against calf scour pathogens 
proven to protect newborn calves against scour*. Locatim is the only prescription medicine providing 
guaranteed levels of oral antibodies against calf scour.

Locatim-BritishDairying-210x147mm .indd   1 20/01/2023   16:48

II. Investigate dry cow nutrition, correct 
any problems or deficiencies which may 
affect either colostrum quality or calf 
viability (e.g., Iodine deficiency)
III. Consider vaccination regime. 
While there is no vaccination possible 
against Crypto, many severe scour out-
breaks involve more than one bug, and 

“A well fed, 
warm and 

happy calf will 
have a more 

robust immune 
system.”
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I n the past, selecting dairy heif-
ers for breeding replacements 
using £PLI has involved using a 
parent average (PA) calculation – 

broadly speaking the bull £PLI plus the 
cow £PLI which is divided by two. So a 
£600 bull mated to a cow with a value of 
£200 will give a calf a PA of £400 £PLI, 
but only with a reliability of about 30%.

Science has now taken this to another 
level using DNA to produce an estimate 
of an animal’s genetic merit. It can be 
used for Holsteins, Jerseys, Friesians, 
Guernseys and Ayrshires. The reliabil-
ity of this test is more than double that 
of parent average and not only does the 
test give a £PLI value but a breakdown 
of individual traits, which helps the user 
select for the most important traits for 
their breeding plan on an animal by 
animal basis.

There are a number of different com-
panies offering genetic testing and the 
following broadly outlines their ser-
vices. The information requested were 
based around sampling method, testing 
company, turnaround time, reporting 
options and pricing options.

Semex

Semex offers an ear punch TSU (Tissue 
Sampling Unit) and an app, and there 
is no paperwork involved; the process is 
all cloud based. The samples are tested 
through Neogen/Semex and the turna-
round time for the Canadian/US figures 
is usually five weeks, with figures pub-
lished weekly on Tuesdays.  UK figures 
can take two months as they are only 
published monthly. 

The results are delivered via an app 
and email, and are on the Semex solu-
tions suite to enable breeding decisions 
to be taken. Each farm has their own 
online portal to access results and see 
certain trends. The results are fed back 
to Holstein UK, NMR Herd Companion 
and CIS. Pricing options are from £26 - 
£34. £26 gets a UK and Canadian result 
and £34 gets a US result on top of those.

All results include Cow and Calf 
Immunity, A2A2, milk proteins, hap-
lotypes and in April the new Methane 
Efficiency Index which is ground-break-
ing and exclusive to the test, as are the 
Immunity indexes. Parentage check is 

offered as standard and farms on 
the highest tier (US results) receive a 
genomic and future genomic inbreed-
ing figure.

Mastergen
Mastergen prefer to use an ear tag 
punch and tests are done at Labogena in 
France through Synetics. Turnaround 
time is around four weeks depend-
ing on sample time. They use their 
own software that shows the results in 
a proof sheet and they email a spread-
sheet to farmers. They also offer a 
hands-on service to explain the results 
in more detail. Their prices vary 
between £26 and £42 depending on 
level selected.

“Science has 
now taken this 

to another level 
using DNA to 
produce an 
estimate of 
an animal’s 

genetic merit”

 There is an option to include RPTP, 
which will indicate the level of resistance 
to Paratuberculosis (Johne’s disease) 
which is unique to Labogena. The price 
for having the results in PLI format or 
ISU format would also differ. The ser-
vice also includes parentage check and 
genomic inbreeding levels.

Genus ABS
Genus ABS offers an all-encom-
passing genomic testing-based ser-
vice known as GENEadvance.  Their 
approach is to provide a programme 
to accelerate genetic improvement 
and GENEadvance combines the lat-
est in genomic technology, genetics and 
genetic consultancy and includes a cus-
tomised breeding plan based on cus-
tomer’s goals and replacement targets 
for their herd.

 GENEadvance includes regular 
genetic reviews for the customer with 
reports which demonstrate the genetic 
progress achieved from following their 
breeding plan and making breeding 
decisions based on genomic testing data 
from their herd. The sampling is a tissue 
sample or tag test from the ear, and the 
testing is done in partner labs in the UK, 
Europe and the US with a turnaround 
of six to eight weeks.

 Genomic testing data and reports are 
available for customers in an interactive 

Genomic testing options 
for dairy breeders
Independent breeding consultant Kevin Lane looks at genomic testing of heifers.

Cogent - establish the genomic potential of a heifer from ear punch samples



�   Youngstock 2023  |  15

genomic testing

Genomic testing options 
for dairy breeders

report, through the Genus ABS app and 
on an online portal. Pricing is on a per-
cow basis and includes genomic tests, 
genetics (semen), data and genetic con-
sultancy, so packages are varied and 
bespoke. Genomic testing results from 
GENEadvance include all publicly avail-
able traits, comprehensive information 
on genetic defects, haplotypes, colour 
variations, and parentage corrections 
which are shared with AHDB, NMR 
and CIS. GENEadvance genomic testing 
can be based on a full national evalua-
tion or a custom index evaluation.

Cogent
Cogent sampling is done via an ear 
punch but they also accept hair sam-
ples for an extra fee. Based on how many 
animals need to be tested, they send out 
a kit that includes an applicator, a guide 
to tissue sampling, the required number 
of TSUs and a return sticker to be placed 
on the box that the kit arrived in. The 
testing is done in the UK by a Cogent 
member of staff and samples are then 
sent off for genotyping in the US at their 
own lab, Genetic Visions.

 The average turnaround time is 
eight weeks, however this is dependent 
on samples meeting the AHDB dead-
lines for their monthly evaluations. 
They also offer weekly US evaluations 
(the turnaround is four weeks), which 
comes with a monthly Canadian evalu-
ation free of charge. Reporting options 
have a degree of flexibility, linking with 
the customer’s milk records and/or 
farm management software.

 Going forward, Cogent expect 
to expand their integration with 
HerdLync, Dairy Comp, Uniform-Agri 
and Lely Horizon. For added flexibility, 
their Tag’n’Test product offers custom-
ers a completely integrated approach 
with zero data submission required, 
the vials simply need to be posted out. 
Pricing varies depending on whether 
a customer is exclusively using Cogent 
product and on the herd size with a 
range from £15 for large herds to £26 
for non-Cogent customers. US results 
are available for an extra £8.

 Alongside a full suite of genetic 
markers Cogent offer an Ecofeed score 
and a comprehensive parentage check. 
Customers can view all their UK 
results, including genetic markers, milk 
proteins and Ecofeed on their interac-
tive portal, PrecisionDNA.

Holstein UK
Holstein UK are also offering testing. 
They can use hair or tissue and testing 
is done through the NBDC with a six 
to eight weeks turnaround. They offer 
genomic portal software for group com-
parison on HUK and each animal has 

an individual web factsheet. Prices start 
at £23 + VAT with discount for bulk 
sampling. The parentage is checked if 
the parent has a genomic profile and an 
AHDB genomic inbreeding value is pub-
lished for females.

CRV
CRV use an eartag punch and the 
samples are tested at the VHL lab, 
Wageningen in Holland, offering a turn-
around of four to six weeks.  The results 
are entered into the CRV SireMatch pro-
gramme for mating purposes, and there 
is also a PDF and Excel sheet with all the 
breeding values for each genotyped ani-
mal. The price range is between £15 and 
£27.50 depending on the number of ani-
mals tested and semen purchased.  There 
is a parentage check included along with 
genetic defects and the CRV traits of 
Feed Efficiency, Hoof Health, Ketosis 
and Robot breeding value.

Alta
Alta genomics tests are taken by tissue 
sample and results are available about 
six weeks from submission. They pro-
vide official data results for the UK 
& USA from AHDB & CDBC and all 
genetic conditions are included in the 
results. The data results are integrated 
using Dairy Comp (Alta’s software pro-
gram) and the findings are used to build 
a custom index using the farms specific 
breeding / economic goals.

 For herds that are milk recording 
they are also able to offer a customised 
in-herd female index based on parent 
averages. This information will enable 
farmers to rank females according to 
breeding goals and maybe more suitable 
in some cases than a genomic test. This 
service is free of charge.

UK Sires
UK Sires have three options: Igenity 
Basic, Igenity Essential and Igenity 
Select. Testing is done through Neogen. 

The Basic profile scores range from a 
low of 1 to a high of 10 for each eco-
nomically important trait analysed. 
Data is represented as estimated breed-
ing values, which reflect the animal’s 
own performance. Essential analyses 
15 key traits and offers sire confirma-
tion as an add-on, all using a new 65K 
chip.

The Select option gives a full 
genomic profile and a parentage 
check, and the figures, on a UK base, 
are evaluated through AHDB. Pricing 
is from £24.57 to £28.52 per sam-
ple and results can be sent via Excel 
spreadsheet or PDF to the user’s farm 
management software and is available 
online via the dashboard.

National Milk Records
NMR offer both GeneEze and Clarifide 
Plus. GeneEze is a lower cost option 
offering genomic data that is consistent 
and highly reliable. It gives quick results 
for production, health, fertility, confor-
mation and all AHDB indexes. The TSU 
allows breeders to take a tiny ear notch 
from any animal of any age, using either 
a standalone TSU or as part of the offi-
cial tag pair. The genotype is generated by 
DNA extraction and processing; it is then 
submitted to AHDB Dairy and Egenes, 
who generate individual genomic evalua-
tion data focussed on health, production, 
fertility, PLI and type.

 NMR also offer Clarifide Plus, as do 
World Wide Sires. This is a more com-
prehensive service with parentage con-
firmation, full AHDB evaluation and 
the Zoetis Dairy Wellness Profit index 
(DWP) as well as many other features. 
The results are updated throughout the 
lifetime of the animal and consultancy 
to analyse the results is included.

 The TSU’s can be hair, semen or 
blood and they are tested by Zoetis 
with a three to five week turnaround. 
Reporting is done via on online portal 
called SearchPoint and it offers analytic 
tools including being able to bench-
mark specific traits against the national 
average, monitor your herd’s genetic 
trend across various traits and indexes 
as well as trait comparison and corre-
lation. SearchPoint also automatically 
shares AHDB evaluations with Herd 
Companion.

 Pricing options for Clarifide Plus: 
£38.75 with a new user offer available 
of buy three tests, get one free. This is 
for the first submissions of up to 100 
animals. Further discounts are avail-
able through the Committed Volume 
Scheme. Prices start from £35.

 
For more information and a compre-
hensive list of services, please contact 
individual companies.

A genetic approach to improved 
fertility is adopted by Alta Genetics
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P rotocols are a powerful tool 
in the management toolbox 
that can make all the differ-
ence between success and 

failure. They will provide clear direction 
for routine farm tasks, to improve con-
sistency and set the standard for delivery 
of that task.

Whilst most farmers and their staff 
will know and understand the impor-
tance of good colostrum manage-
ment, many do not have protocols in 
place to make sure calves are given 
the best possible start. Indeed, Laura 
Palczynski’s research, Perceptions of 
colostrum management on dairy farms 
in England, highlighted that many 
farmers would usually only implement 
a colostrum protocol as a solution, once 
a problem had already presented itself 
on farm.

However, this was not the case on one 
Wiltshire farm, run by Lucy and Robert 
Noad. “At Woodhouse Farm, all our 
calves are important to us, we not only 
breed replacements for our 140-cow 
dairy herd, but we also rear all our beef 
calves through to fattening”, says Lucy, 
“so having a colostrum protocol in place 
means that all our calves should get off 
to the right start in life”.

Youngstock at Woodhouse Farm 
is housed in a purpose-made calf 
shed with automatic milk feeders. 
Constructed in 2019, with a capac-
ity for 130 calves to suit their autumn 
block calving system, Lucy explained 
that it was built with the aim to main-
tain the highest standards of health 
and welfare for their cattle. The pens 
are even equipped with calf brushes for 
enrichment.

Despite the excellent facilities and 
regardless of a colostrum protocol, “the 
‘wheels could well have fallen off’, if we 
didn’t focus our attention towards mon-
itoring performance”, says Lucy.

The term ‘key performance indi-
cator’ as a way of monitoring perfor-
mance, is well used across the industry. 
Fundamentally, KPIs are not all about 
benchmarking and giving yourself a 
gold star or a pat on the back, because 
you are doing something well. Vitally, 
they can act like a gauge on a car dash-
board, designed to give you an early 

warning that something is not per-
forming as expected. It is this type of 
KPI that provides an opportunity for 
resolving an issue before it gets out of 
hand, (averting potential disaster, just 
like your temperature gauge on your car 
dashboard).

A good colostrum programme is the 
single most important management 
factor in determining calf health and 
survival. Can you be confident, during 
a busy calving period, that every sin-
gle calf receives adequate colostrum? 
With this in mind, monitoring the per-
formance of their colostrum manage-
ment is therefore seen as essential at 
Woodhouse Farm.

The success of colostrum manage-
ment can be carried out in several dif-
ferent ways on calves aged 2 to 7 days 
old. For a ZST (zinc sulphate turbidity) 

“We not 
only breed 

replacements 
for our 140-cow 
dairy herd, but 
we also rear all 
our beef calves 

through to 
fattening”

test, your vet will take a blood sample 
for laboratory analysis.

Alternatively, your vet may meas-
ure serum total protein (STP), using a 
refractometer, this provides a very cheap 
and reliable estimate of IgG. Many 
farmers are now used to using a Brix 
refractometer for measuring colostrum 
quality. Working with your vet you 
could learn how to take a blood sample 
and test it on your own Brix refractom-
eter. (For more information see ‘Uses for 
a Brix Refractometer’ available online at 
www.kingshay.com)

Indeed, it was monitoring passive 
transfer on farm via the Brix method 
that provided Robert and Lucy with 
their own metaphorical warning light. 
“Observing our calves blood serum 
IgG concentration heading below 10 
g/L enabled decisions to be made based 
on the results we saw, rather than wait-
ing for a disease outbreak in our calves”, 
says Lucy, “being proactive will have 
potentially saved calves’ lives, ongoing 
poor ‘doers’ and ultimately kept more 
money in the bank”.

The early warning system high-
lighted that there was a need to review 
their colostrum protocols. The written 

The value of an early warning system

Successful farming businesses strive for outstanding performance. The good 
news is that it can be achieved through established and accurate work practices, 
says Sarah Bolt, Kingshay’s Technical Knowledge Exchange Manager.

ZST	 >10 g/L serum IgG

STP	 >5.2 g/dl

Brix	 >8.4%

Test
 	 Level for successful passive 

	 transfer of immunity
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protocols were indeed suitable; every 
calf was to be provided with 3 litres of 
colostrum via a teat bottle feeder within 
6 hours of birth, followed by another 
3 litres within 12 hours. Any calf not 
sucking was to be tube fed. In this 
instance, as in many on-farm situations, 
the system fell in the implementation 
phase of the protocol. Decisions were 
being made not to bottle feed strong 
calves that were seen sucking. This high-
lighted the need for refresher training to 
explain to the team why the protocol is 
to be carried out.

How can you make use of early warn-
ing systems for your business? The 
amount of data being generated on farm 
is immense, make use of it for manage-
ment decisions, rather than relying on 
‘gut’ feelings.

Far left: The 
sheds are built 
with the aim to 
maintain the 
highest standards 
of health and 
welfare, 
including good 
space for play 
behaviour.

Top Right: 
Each pen is even 
equipped with a 
calf brush.
Left: Lucy Noad

“Being 
proactive 
will have 

potentially 
saved calves’ 

lives, ongoing 
poor ‘doers’ and 
ultimately kept 

more money 
in the bank”

Transition milk is the next best thing to colostrum 
and Transformula is the only transition milk replacer 

for baby calves

Transformula
THE ESSENTIAL FEED AFTER YOUR COLOSTRUM

Transformula the best Formula to Transform your calf rearing

   To find your  
local stockist: 

Freephone  0808 178 1017 
www.bonanzacalf.ie
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I nformation on the current 
approaches to calf rearing was 
captured and analysed from 60 
dairy farms across GB by Dr 

Robert Hyde who undertook the work 
as part of his AHDB funded PhD at the 
University of Nottingham’s Vet School. 
Data such as daily live weight gain, calf 
mortality and incidence of disease were 
taken from each farm. Sophisticated 
machine learning techniques were then 
applied to identify the common prac-
tices that influenced calf survival, health 
and growth.

 Dr Hyde incorporated these success 
factors into a Calf Health Plan before 
trialling it with the 60 farms involved in 
the initial study. Half followed the new 
plan, while the remainder were given no 
specific advice on how to improve and 
continued to monitor their calf KPIs.

After a six-month monitoring period, 
Dr Hyde found that “the calves on the 
farms which completed the most inter-
vention in the Calf Health Plan achieved 
higher average daily gains, improved 
survival and less scour than calves on 
the control farms.” 

Colostrum hygiene is key

The study highlights the importance of 
good hygiene during colostrum collec-
tion. Calves failing to get good immune 
transfer from colostrum are 1.5 times 
more likely to get scour, 1.8 times more 
likely to get pneumonia and twice as 
likely to die.

Colostrum can easily be contami-
nated with bacteria and do calves more 
harm than good. Using scalding hot 
water when washing equipment, instead 
of cold water, had a drastic impact on 
keeping bacterial levels low.

Bacteria levels were lowest on the 
15% of farms using Hypochlorite or 
Peracetic acid as part of their cleaning 
routine. Pasteurisation can be a very 
effective way to keep bacterial levels low 
without affecting quality but not a very 
popular option with only 3% of farm 
doing so.

More information about how to opti-
mise calf performance, rear healthy 
calves and keep mortality to a mini-
mum can be found in AHDB’s calf 
management guide. 

Temperature

To understand the impact temperature 
has on calf survival, Dr Hyde under-
took an extensive analysis of the British 
Cattle Movement Database and Met 
Office temperature data from 2010 to 
2019.

The effect of temperature and month 
of birth play an important role in calf 
survival with the number of calves 
dying spiking during winter months. 
And when the temperature falls below 
9.6°C, the risk of dairy-beef calves dying 
is greater.

Dr Hyde said, “If calf housing was 
able to replicate optimal environmental 

conditions for young calves all year 
round, there would be more calves 
surviving.”

Low environmental temperatures are 
associated with higher calf deaths and 
reduced growth rates. Since pre-weaned 
calves are susceptible to heat loss, Dr 
Hyde also designed a study to evaluate 
the impact of calf jackets and supplemen-
tary heat source.

He used a 1kW patio heater and evalu-
ated its impact on growth rates. The ran-
domised clinical control trial showed 
that jackets had no effect but the heat 
lamp added an extra 90g per day in 
weight gain over winter.

New toolkit paves the 
way for healthier calves
A new study has identified the key areas where farmers can get the best out 
of their calves during the crucial first few months of life.

Dr Hyde’s findings can be found in a new toolkit along with the Calf Health Plan. It also 

gives access to a handy set of tools and calculators to help farmers and their advisors to 

improve calf survival and productivity, including:

l	 Calf weight gain calculator
l	 Colostrum bacteria estimate and solution tool
l	 Passive transfer calculator
l	 Mortality benchmark and forecast tools

You can access the toolkit at: www.nottingham.ac.uk/herdhealthtoolkit

Calf Health Toolkit

l	 Provide 3-4 litres of colostrum within 6 hours of birth – ensure it’s clean to keep 			 

	 bacteria levels as low as possible
l	 Feed 6-8 litres of milk per day - whole milk results in less scour than milk replacer
l	 Clean calf pens every 30 days
l	 Clean calving pens every 21 days
l	 Ensure calves are warm enough e.g. nesting in deep straw to conserve heat effectively

Key factors for calf rearing success
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Let’s talk feeding heifers...
• Reduce heifer rearing costs by 20%.

• Reduce heifer rearing system carbon 
footprint by 20%.

• Generate extra £2,000 milk value  
per heifer.

FEEDING 
YOUR 
FARM’S 
FUTURE

01566 780261
molevalleyfeedsolutions.com

Figures based on reducing age at first calving 
to 24 months.

Challenge us to increase the productivity, 
profitability and sustainability of your 
herd by improving heifer nutrition.
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S cours can occur for varying 
reasons. We have seen that some 
simple management changes, 
tweaking of protocols and 

attention to detail can make all the 
difference. Below members of our young-
stock vet team discuss a few scenarios 
where this proved to be the key to success, 
without the need for a new super drug. 

Ellen Taylor:

I recently investigated a scour outbreak 
in neonatal calves. Issues with colos-
trum management are often at the root 
of the problem. This farmer was meas-
uring colostrum quality with a brix 
refractometer, meeting targets of >22%. 
Despite this, when measuring total pro-
tein in the blood of the calves (indi-
cating how efficiently antibodies are 
absorbed), we were not meeting targets.

We did a walkthrough of colostrum 
from cow to calf. We talked through 
colostrum harvesting, storage and 
how and when it was fed. In this case 
hygiene and storage were key contribu-
tors to the problem. We took a colos-
trum sample that was stored in a dump 
bucket at room temperature. The total 
bacterial count was well above our 
threshold for hygiene.

Bacterial contamination reduces 
antibody absorption by the calf mas-
sively. We then updated hygiene pro-
tocols for collecting and feeding 
equipment. This includes a hot wash 
and detergent to break down fatty milk 
residue, before going in with a disin-
fectant. Many farms forget to use a 
detergent first, making it very hard for 
the disinfectant to get to all the bugs. 

Charlotte Debbaut:

A common pitfall I see on farm is that 
scouring calves don’t receive enough 
fluids to stay hydrated. Only last week 
I saw scouring calves that really looked 
down in the dumps, despite receiving 
an anti-inflammatory and electrolytes 
in the milk. People will often forget 
about the ‘extra fluids’ needed. Giving 
electrolytes alone is not enough.

“A common 
pitfall I see on 

farm is that 
scouring calves 

don’t receive 
enough fluids to 
stay hydrated”

 A calf with watery scours needs to 
take in about 10 litres of fluids per day. 
Most farms feed 6 litres of milk daily, 
but we can’t rely on the calf to drink 
4 litres of cold water from the trough. 
This extra water needs to be bottle or 
tube fed with electrolytes over 2 extra 
feeds. Start at the first signs of scour-
ing, rather than wait until the calf is 
depressed. Having robust treatment 
protocols and ensuring all the staff is 
updated is vital for success. 

Martijn ‘t Hoen:

I recently visited a farm at feeding 
time, as calves struggled with bloat 
and nutritional scours. Joining the calf 
rearers during milk mixing and feed-
ing can be very enlightening. ‘How’ 
you feed is just as important as ‘what’ 
you feed, even more so where sev-
eral people feed, convinced they all do 
exactly the same.

 Milk concentration and tempera-
ture can vary a lot depending on who 
feeds. Simply starting milk distribution 
at the other end of the shed than usual 
is already highly frustrating for calves. 
Remember, the milk feed is the high-
light of their day.

 Another problem I often see during 
these visits is milk stealing, where some 
calves finish their milk in less than a 
minute and happily steal from the next 
calf, without the rearer noticing. The 

Synergy Farm Health provide 
insightful on-farm feedback
Some say youngstock rearing is the most difficult job on the farm, 
says Charlotte Debbaut,Veterinary Surgeon at Synergy Farm Health. 
A common issue we encounter on our rounds is scouring calves. 
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exposure when housed. Introducing 
them to a field that was heavily contam-
inated by the older calves overwhelmed 
their beginning immunity.

Advice mostly focussed on a plan for 
next year: avoid mixing of age groups 
straight after turn-out and monitor 
closely by performing faecal egg counts 
and regular weighing to ensure contin-
ued growth.

calf scours

first overfeeds (and is at risk of bloat) 
the latter has reduced growth rates.   

Charlotte Debbaut:

Last summer I saw a group of 6-month-
old heifers, a few weeks after turn-out 
to grass and adding them to an older 
group. The younger animals didn’t 
thrive, with some scouring. The farm-
er’s first though was gut worms, but we 
performed a mob faecal egg-count and 
this showed coccidiosis was the prob-
lem. This surprised the farmer as the 
calves had been fed an in-feed coccidio-
stat for the first few months of life.

 Coccidiosis prevention is based on a 
balance between protection and grad-
ual exposure to the parasite, so the 
calf learns to build up immunity. In 
this case the calves only had limited 

Ellen Taylor 

“Coccidiosis 
prevention is 

based on a 
balance between 

protection 
and gradual 
exposure to 

the parasite, 
so the calf 

learns to build 
up immunity”

Charlotte Debbaut Martijn ‘t Hoen

www.galebreaker.com
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U sing a transition milk-based 
replacer to aid an important 
stage in a calf’s gut devel-
opment has been helping a 

County Kerry dairy farmer avoid major 
heifer growth and health checks over the 
last four years. Heifers are easily achiev-
ing average daily liveweight gains of 
0.90kg in their first year.

Selecting a milk replacer made from 
transition milk is key to encouraging the 
production of acid and enzymes in the 
calf’s digestive system and aiding the full 
closure of the gut wall. Its use is now  an 
important part of Donie and Breda 
Ryan’s calf rearing protocols.

The Ryans farms near Milltown, 
Co. Kerry where they run a herd of 
Holstein-Friesian cows, hoping to have 
all heifer calves born in the first six weeks 
of calving during January and February. 

Sexed semen is used on heifers, achiev-
ing an in-calf to first conception rate of 
80%, all of which were offered Transition 
milk replacer. 

“In the week before calving, cows are 
moved into a straw-bedded group pen 
with individual calving pens alongside 
this,” Donie Ryan explains. “During this 
week a key element is increasing concen-
trates to a similar rate as post-calving; we 
have used this approach for the last four 
or so years, and it is effective for us.”

Cows and heifers carrying heifer calves 
are calved in individual pens; these cows 
are identified at scanning. Heifers and 
bulls each receive three litres of colos-
trum immediately after birth and are 
then penned individually. 

“We keep them in these pens for a few 
days, according to their strength, health 
and ability to drink milk, before they are 
moved into a small group pen. We are 
aiming to minimise stress and optimise 
calf wellbeing,” Ryan adds.

When they are deemed ready, they are 
relocated to a large group pen.

In the first four weeks of 2023, 70 
Holstein-Friesian heifers were born and 
so some calves had to be introduced to 
the automatic feeder sooner than he 
might otherwise have done. 

But this was a decision Donie was 
happy to make as the calf milk replacer 
in the feeder was Transformula, manu-
factured by Bonanza Calf Nutrition and 

has been developed to focus on the spe-
cific gastrointestinal needs of the young 
calf – development. 

Dr Christine Cummins, of Bonanza 
Calf Nutrition says:  “A calf needs energy 
and Transformula provides it, but what 
sets both it and transition milk apart 
from regular milk replacers and cow 
milk, is its focus on microbial and physi-
cal development of the gastrointestinal 
tract. 

“The gut has no function in the foe-
tus and only really develops in the last 
month of gestation and in the weeks 
after birth,’’ Dr Cummins explains. 
“This development is both physical and 
microbial.”

Prior to birth, the calf’s digestive sys-
tem has a microbial community, known 
as a microbiome, ready to become active 
after birth. 

“The ingestion of colostrum and tran-
sition milk is key to the health of this 
microbiome and to the health and devel-
opment of the calf,” says Dr Cummins.

“The microbiome is influenced from 
the very beginning and prebiotics in 
colostrum help kickstart the calf’s diges-
tive and immune system, followed by 
transition milk,’’ she says.

“The gut at birth is also very porous, 
which allows colostrum antibodies to 
be absorbed whole, but it is also a site for 
bad bugs to enter the calf’s system,” she 
adds.

As it takes several days for the gut to 
become much less porous, it means that 
the calf is highly vulnerable to pathogens 
for quite some time.

“Feeding transition milk - milk pro-
duced by the cow after colostrum - is 
key to encouraging the production of 
acid and enzymes in the calf and the 
full closure of the gut wall,” advises Dr 
Cummins.

After their colostrum feed, Ryan 
offers his calves three litres of 
Transformula morning and evening for 
three or more weeks. After this period 
they are typically moved onto an auto-
matic feeder. 

The Ryans say Transformula eases the 
workload as calves are healthier than 
they have ever been and no treatments 
for scours have been needed since mov-
ing over.

“This system reduces the risk of dis-
ease and labour needs as I can choose to 
feed the heifer calves before or after milk-
ing; it provides a better routine,” he says. 

“It’s also much easier to use 
Transformula than have to collect and 
sort all the transition milk, not to men-
tion transporting it to the calves,’’ he says.

The approach used now, also leaves 
the farm with a greater pool of transi-
tion milk for bull and beef calves, pro-
moting their health and development 
too and reducing health risks across all 
calves.

Using a transition milk-based replacer has improved calf gut development

Christine, Noel, 
Donie Ryan

Milk replacer boosts 
gut development
Transformula has become key component in calf rearing protocols at Irish 
dairy farm
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Rear
healthy 
CALVES

Heats cold milk to be
fed on demand.

Each Heatwave® can 
feed 30 calves in a 
group or individually.

Heatwave®

Milk Warmer

CONTACT THE TEAM  01643 841611                  www.shearwell.co.uk                 
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F eeding more milk is sci-
entifically proven to give a 
clear and sustainable return 
through more robust, resil-

ient and higher performing cows,” 
stresses Dr Laura Tennant, Young 
Animal Feed Technical Advisor with 
Trouw Nutrition GB.

“To unlock the genetic potential 
of calves it is essential to ensure their 
requirements are met in early life.  It is 
now widely recognised that investing 
in early life nutrition with calves plays 
a fundamental role in achieving this, 
leading to superior growth rates and 
organ development which trans-
lates into a more productive cow.  
Every 100g of average daily gain in first 
two months of life, results in approxi-
mately 225kg of extra milk in the first 
lactation.

“Fundamental to achieving these 
benefits is feeding higher volumes of 
milk replacer, yet new research shows 
many producers are still missing out 
on this opportunity.”

Feed more milk

New research commissioned by Trouw 
Nutrition shows that 65% of dairy 
farmers still only feed six litres or less 
milk replacer per calf per day yet there 
is potential to feed far more than this 
safely.  Feeding lower levels of milk 
replacer may mean that we are not ful-
filling the energy and protein require-
ments for maintenance, let alone 
growth, thermoregulation and other 
processes.

Dr Tennant emphasises that calves 
will drink more than you think, com-
menting that young calves are driven 
to consume milk and that ensuring 
higher intakes of milk replacer in early 
life can have significant benefits.  She 
believes common misconceptions are 
contributing to a lack of confidence 
among farmers to feed more milk, but 
new research suggests these have now 
been disproved. She says it is still com-
mon practice to limit meal sizes to two 
litres per feed which immediately lim-
its total daily intakes.  The reason for 
this is the assumption that the aboma-
sum can be overloaded, resulting in 
milk replacer getting into the rumen.

“Calves are essentially born 
monogastric. As the rumen develops 
it becomes less desirable for the lactose-
rich milk to enter as it can change the pH 
and microbiota, which can cause diges-
tive problems and reduce growth, hence 
the thinking that smaller milk feeds are 
better for rumen development. However, 
the abomasum is able to significantly 
increase capacity.  We now know that 
three week old calves will voluntarily 
consume up to 6.8  litres of warm milk 
in one meal without milk entering the 
rumen or any indications of abdominal 
pain or discomfort. So traditional beliefs 
about restricting the volume fed per 
meal to prevent the possibility of rumi-
nal overflow are not correct and we can 
actually feed them significantly more per 
meal, helping increase total daily intakes 
with the benefits this brings.”

Dr Tennant says a second misconcep-
tion is that feeding too much milk will 
lead to insulin resistance.  “It is widely 

thought that feeding calves more milk 
makes them insulin resistant and unable 
to control their own blood sugar levels. 
We now know calves fed higher amounts 
of milk from birth were able to control 
glucose concentration.  Studies show 
that calves are able to slow down the rate 
of abomasal emptying to control blood 
glucose.”

Finally, she says it had been thought 
that heifers fed higher levels of milk lay 
down fat in the udder which can com-
promise future performance.  She 
stresses that all the evidence from the 
LifeStart Programme contradicts this, 
showing that calves fed higher levels of 
milk replacer produce more milk in the 
first lactation and lay down milk secre-
tory cells in the udder and not fat. 

Careful management

“Based on the science, dairy farmers 
should be confident that feeding more 
milk will be beneficial to the calf, accel-
erating cost-effective growth and devel-
opment, allowing heifers to enter the 
herd sooner and perform better when 
they do.

“Moving to higher milk volumes has 
clear benefits, but the process needs 
careful management.  It is essential to 
feed a milk replacer specifically for-
mulated for feeding at elevated rates 
and then to follow a managed feed-
ing curve to increase intakes.  Then, 
as importantly, it is important to fol-
low s planned, stepped down weaning 
strategy, managing length of weaning 
and the rate of milk removal to ensure 
concentrate intakes are adequate at 
weaning.”

Laura Tennant

Calves will drink more than you think

A lack of confidence in feeding more milk to calves combined with long-held 
misconceptions is holding calves back, meaning their full genetic potential 
remains unlocked.

“To unlock 
the genetic 

potential of 
calves it is 

essential to 
ensure their 

requirements 
are met in 
early life.”
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feed options

Pushing performance on grass

A s a comparatively cheap, 
nutritious feed source, max-
imising the utilisation of 
grazed grass will be key to 

helping mitigate increasing farm costs 
this year.

 However, while grazed grass is a 
readily available, cost-effective feed 
source on many dairy farms, grass alone 
won’t provide the long-term, sustained 
energy that heifers require to maintain 
strong growth and performance.

 “I’ve talked to producers who’ve his-
torically kept bulling heifers indoors 
and used AI but are now looking to turn 
heifers out to grass and run them with a 
bull,” explains ForFarmers’ Youngstock 
Manager, Ann Commbes. “Others who 
are turning out heifers at six months 
of age, whereas before they would only 
turn them out only after they’d been 
served. The driving motivation behind 
these adaptations is a need to cut costs.

 “And while rearing heifers outdoors 
is a cost-effective option, I would urge 
some caution. While lots of producers 
do a fantastic job of successfully rear-
ing youngstock outside, what these pro-
ducers do well is not over-rely on grass. 
They are conscious of the nutritional 
limitations of grass and therefore buffer 
feed throughout the grazing season.” 

 To achieve a 24 month first calving 
target, heifers need to achieve a con-
sistent, average 0.8kg daily liveweight 
gain (DLWG) from birth to calving, as 
a minimum. And this is where farmers 
need to be realistic about what can be 
achieved from grass intakes alone.

 “If we took a six-month-old heifer 
as an example, with a DLWG target of 
0.85kg, she would need to be hitting 
4.1kg DMI each day,” continues Ann. 
“With grass at 20% DM she would need 
to consume around 21kg fresh weight 
each day, and this would increase to 
26kg fresh weight if the grasses’ DM was 
only 16%. That is an unrealistic amount 
of grazed grass we’d be expecting a 
young animal to consume.

 “And then there’s the issue of grass 
quality. The grass consumed would 
consistently need to achieve a mini-
mum of 12.7MJ/kg to adequately fuel 
heifer performance, but there are usu-
ally only a few weeks during a growing 

With a declining milk price and increasing purchased feed costs, more dairy 
farmers will be looking to rear their heifers outdoors this season to try and 
help reduce farm expenditure. To get the best performance from youngstock 
and hit that key 24 month first calving target, don’t overlook the importance 
of consistent supplementary feeding.

season when these high energy levels can 
be achieved. When you look at the fig-
ures, it quickly becomes clear that relying 
on grazed grass alone won’t be enough 
to support strong growth rates - buffer 
feeding is a must.”

 The importance of buffer feeding has 
also been highlighted in data recently 
acquired through a ForFarmers DLWG 
assessment of over 800 heifers at grass.

 “Half of these animals were supple-
mented with ForFarmers’ VITA Heifer 
16% rolls and the other half were on 
grass alone,” continues Ann. “In the non-
supplemented group, average DLWG was 
around 0.44kg, with daily weight gains 
ranging from -0.13kg to 0.67kg.

 “In the concentrate fed group, with 
feeding rates of between 0.5kg and 
1.5kg/per day, average DLWG were over 
double that of the non-buffer fed group, 
at 0.96kg.” 

Cost effective feeding

While it’s clear that buffer feeding is 
needed to keep heifer performance on 
track during the grazing season, it can 
still be delivered in a way that com-
plements grass utilisation and is cost 
effective.

 “While purchasing buffer feeds is 
a cost, if it’s fed consistently and at the 
right levels, we can help reduce overall 
feed expenditure while also maintain-
ing heifer performance at grass at grass,” 
says Ann. “The key thing is to feed little 
but often.”

Farmers should utilise a low, 16% 
concentrate when feeding youngstock 

outdoors, and feed this out at a lower rate, 
throughout the whole grazing season.

“Some producers feed 2kg per head/
per day at the start and end of the grow-
ing season,” explains Ann. “If this is a 
three-month window in total, each ani-
mal would be fed around 180kg of con-
centrate, at a total cost of £77 per heifer 
- based on a 16% concentrate at £426 per 
tonne [at time of writing].

“However, if producers feed only 0.5kg 
per head/per day throughout the whole 
six months of a grazing season, total con-
centrate use would only be 90kg, at a cost 
of around £38 per heifer. While this is a 
significant cost saving, we’d also expect 
more consistent growth rates from this 
group.”

And just as good buffer feeding is the 
key to success in any outdoor heifer rear-
ing system, so too is regularly weighing 
livestock.

“We’d recommend weighing animals 
at least twice through the grazing sea-
son, so that any poorer performers can 
be spotted quickly ,” says Ann. “These 
animals can then be provided with extra 
supplementary feed before weight gains 
fall too far behind and they risk missing 
service and first calving weight targets.”

“You also need to know how much 
grass will be available for heifers and 
how nutritious this grass is, so regular 
plate metering and fresh grass sampling 
is a good idea,” continues Ann. “Water 
troughs need to be within easy walking 
distance of animals and there needs to be 
plenty of them.”

“When feeding out concentrate, farm-
ers will be working in amongst young, 
excitable livestock. So, they should put 
temporary fencing or gates in place so 
that they’re protected during feed out 
and can quickly get away from young-
stock, if needed.”

 “Even though extra management and 
buffer feeding are required to maintain 
heifer performance of grass, it still rep-
resents a good, cost-effective way of rais-
ing youngstock. The important things 
are not to expect too much from grass, 
keep on monitoring heifer performance 
and remember the importance of that 24 
month first calving target. That’s the key 
goal and we don’t want anything to get in 
the way of achieving it,” concludes Ann.

Farmers are being urged not to be 
over-reliant on grass when rearing 
youngstock

Ann Combes
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ventilation

Optimise calf performance through 
improvements to housing

I n the current economic cli-
mate, it’s vital to maximise calf 
health and avoid any limiting 
factors that can impact perfor-

mance, like illness caused by disease or 
infection or poor feed intake. Ensuring 
adequate ventilation in calf sheds can 
support growth rates and produce 
healthier cows.

While building new calf housing allows 
you to fully incorporate ventilation and 
comfort, the cost is prohibitive for many 
farmers, but there are steps to take to 
improve the sheds you already have.

In the UK, bovine respiratory dis-
ease (BRD) is estimated to cost the 
cattle industry £80m annually. The 
National Youngstock Survey found that 
68% of farmers had calves that suf-
fered from BRD on their farms and 48% 
had experienced calf mortality due to 
BRD. What’s more, it’s not just the ini-
tial impact of the disease as the effects 
of calfhood BRD are long-lasting. It 
is reported that heifers who have had 
BRD are half as likely to calve before 25 
months, have reduced AI conception 
rates as maiden heifers and can have a 
reduced milk yield in their first lactation 
of up to 525kg.

BRD isn’t the only disease spread 
by poor ventilation in cattle housing. 
Pneumonia in particular is associated 
with poor ventilation as it spreads pri-
marily through the air, rather than by 
physical contact. Pneumonia is the most 
common cause of death and poor per-
formance in young cattle and causes 
14.5% of dairy heifers to fail to make 
their first lactation.

Optimal ventilation

While keeping relative humidity between 
40 and 70% reduces survival rates of air-
borne bacteria, even dead bacteria can 
irritate the respiratory tract. Therefore, 
ensuring adequate ventilation within 
housed environments is critical to help 
minimise the effects of detrimental 
microorganisms on calf health.

Without good ventilation, calves will 
inhale the same air multiple times and 
are at an increased risk of pathogens like 
bacteria or viruses entering their lungs. 
Poor ventilation is the main environ-
mental factor in predisposing calves 

Livestock ventilation and weatherproofing specialists, Galebreaker, explain 
how improving the ventilation in existing cattle housing could help lay the 
foundations for healthier and happier cows.

to respiratory diseases. “In a well-ven-
tilated shed, clean air should come in 
from the outside, circulate once around 
the building and then be pushed out 
by a continuous flow of incoming air. 
Each calf should have the same amount 
of fresh air, without being exposed to 
draughts,” explains Matt Sellers, south-
ern sales manager for Galebreaker.

 However, he adds that over-ventila-
tion in sheds can also cause problems. 
“Cold environments lead to calves using 
more energy to maintain their temper-
ature. To maintain consistent growth 
rates, the calves will need more feed and 
if this is not provided, growth rates will 
decline and immunity will be compro-
mised. “The ideal ventilation rate in 
calf housing (the amount of air replaced 
within the building in a given time) is 
10 times per hour, rising to 60 times per 
hour on hot summer days.”

 Sellers explains that there are steps 
you can take to improve the airflow 
through existing calf housing. “Whether 
you’re converting a building to use for 
calf rearing, or improving the shed 
you’ve used for years, the principles 
behind creating a comfortable environ-
ment for calves are the same. It’s crucial 
to understand what you’re working with. 
Cobwebs, condensation drips, wet bed-
ding and stale smelling air are all signs of 
poor ventilation in calf housing.

 “Setting off a smoke bomb can be a 
visual representation of the ventilation 
inside the shed. Ideally, smoke should 
clear within two to three minutes with 

pockets of poor airflow showing up in 
an accumulation of smoke. If you feel 
unsure, you can work with your vet 
or the Galebreaker team to undertake 
these assessments.”

Overcoming ventilation problems

Keeping calf housing as open as possible 
while still providing protection against 
wind chill and rain is a good place to 
start when looking to promote natural 
ventilation. However, for sheds or build-
ings where natural airflow in and out is 
inadequate, Sellers recommends looking 
at mechanical ventilation options.

“A fan system can effectively bring air 
into a calf shed, but fans alone will not 
achieve an even distribution of air. This 
can result in calves bunching together 
close to the fans, while the air further 
away from the fans becomes warm, 
damp and stale,” he says.

 “Tube systems, such as VentTube 
Fresh, can effectively ventilate an entire 
calf shed. To achieve optimal ventila-
tion, they should be designed specifi-
cally for the shed they are to be fitted in, 
considering shed dimensions, expected 
stocking density and age of calves. 
Investment in creating an ideal envi-
ronment for calves can pay dividends 
over time. Providing optimal ventila-
tion within calf sheds can help prevent 
disease and promote good growth rates 
and performance. All calves need an 
environment which is warm and dry 
with good ventilation and sufficient 
space to reach their full potential.”

VentTube can help create a draft-free, well ventilated building
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ARK ANIMAL CARE 
- CHARVOVET GEL
Charcovet Gel contains 
30 grams of high-quality 
activated charcoal in an 
easy-to-use syringe. Activated 
Charcoal has immense 
powers of absorption which 
in calf diarrhoea helps 
bind the faeces, forming a 
more normal stool. Toxic 
substances in the gut will 
also be trapped by the 
charcoal and eliminated in 
the dung.

www.arkanimalcare.co.uk

SHEARWELL – 
HEATWAVE MILK 
WARMER
Feeding calves has never 
been easier! Our versatile 
HEATWAVE MILK WARMER 
allows calves to feed ad-lib, 
as they would on a cow. 
Our simple set up heats 
the milk on demand using 
heat exchange technology. 
One unit can feed 30 calves, 
individually or in a group. 
Tel: 01643 841611 
www.shearwell.co.uk

REASHURE-XC 
ReaShure-XC delivers 
the most evidence-based 
rumen-protected choline 
product on the market today, 
protecting against Fatty Liver 
Disease and Ketosis, whilst 
significantly increasing milk 
yields. Choline is essential 
for growth and is required 
for the liver to process and 
metabolise fat therefore 
ensuring a healthy transition.
Tel: +44 (0) 7395 248963

FORFARMERS 
- NEW LIN REARER 18
New LIN REARER 18 from 
ForFarmers helps increase 
conception rates in heifers 
and reduces rearing costs 
by increasing heifer growth 
rates. This high energy, high-
performance heifer rearing 
product contains Lintec, 
proven to improve fertility, 
and is suitable to feed with 
straw of silage. 
www.forfarmers.co.uk

TROUW NUTRITION 
– OSMOFIT
WATER AND ELECTROLYTES:  
THE UNSUNG HEROES

OsmoFit is a highly palatable 
oral rehydration solution 
for use alongside continued 
feeding of milk or milk 
replacer.  A hypotonic 
solution containing carefully 
formulated levels of sodium 
and glucose, it helps stabilise 
the water and electrolyte 
balance.  Rehydrating while 
still feeding milk ensures 
calves get the fluids they 
need as well as the energy 
needed for an efficient 
immune system.
www.trouwnutrition.co.uk

VIRBAC - KRIPTAZEN
Treat or prevent Crypto with 
one pump application*

No need to calculate dosage 
or risk toxicity issues with 
Kriptazen.  The non-antibiotic 
halofuginone medicine, 
with its unique applicator 
allows you to dial the dose 
from 20kg to 60kg and easily 
deliver the dose to your 
calves in just one pump and 
in one hand.

*Ask your vet about Kriptazen.

vet-uk.virbac.com/home/
species/farm-animals.html

BOEHRINGER - FENCOVIS
Fencovis is a new 
inactivated calf scour 
vaccine licensed to prevent 
scour caused by rotavirus 
and E. coli K99.  Fencovis is 
administered to the dam in 
the dry period, as a single 
injection, boosting colostral 
immunity. The vaccine is only 
available from vets (POM-V) 
and is distinct from others on 
the market as it comes with 
an oil-free adjuvant.

www.calfmatters.co.uk 

GALEBREAKER 
– VENTTUBE FRESH
The VentTube provides 
fresh, equally dispersed air 
at livestock level, removing 
moisture, airborne pathogens 
and excess heat from 
barns and other livestock 
environments. Thus, 
improving air quality and 
reducing risk of disease. 

Supplied as a complete kit 
ready for installation, with 
guarantees on both the fan 
and tube material.
Tel: 01531 637 900
Email: marketsupport@
galebreaker.com
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BONANZA CALF 
NUTRITION
Bonanza Calf Nutrition 
was established to offer 
farmers a range of superior 
milk replacers all the milk 
replacer ingredients are 
dried using low heat and 
homogenisation technology. 

The range of – Shine, 
Transformula, Ewe-reka 
and Milky Way – are used 
successfully on farms 
throughout Europe and are 
undisputed brand leaders.

There is also a team of calf 
advisors who provide on-farm 
support to customers to 
improve their calf rearing, 
while also assisting them 
to reduce labour and other 
costs and to utilise existing 
farm buildings.
Tel: 0808 178 1017
www.bonanzacalf.ie 

AHV – RECO PASTE
AHV Reco Paste has been 
developed to support the 
intestinal health of the 
calf. The unique blend of 
bioactive components 
positively influences gut 
flora and provide a calming 
and protective effect on the 
intestines. Applying AHV 
Reco Paste makes animals 
feel better and restores 
activity levels - resulting in 
maintained growth rates 
and provides stable manure 
consistency.
Tel: +44 (0) 1769 772070
uk@ahvint.com
www.ahvint.com

NETTEX 
– ROTO CORONA 
Roto Corona Plus provides 
newborn and transported 
calves with highly 
concentrated digestible 
energy and bovine proteins 
to help get them off to 
a great start.  Ideal for 
administering at times of 
stress such as transport.

Roto Corona plus can help 
support natural defences to 
the challenges of life.
Tel: 01282 524222
Email: sales@net-tex.co.uk
www.net-tex.co.uk

NETTEX 
–  HYDRA POWER
Hydra-Power is ideal for 
calves at risk of, during 
periods of and recovering 
from digestive disturbance 
(diarrhoea).  A 4 in 1 oral 
hydration formula, providing 
essential electrolytes, energy, 
an alkalising agent, and a 
natural antioxidant.  Highly 
effective, economically viable 
and easy to administer on 
farm.
Tel: 01282 524222
Email: sales@net-tex.co.uk
www.net-tex.co.uk

Godminster Farm has 
implemented a new 
technology to monitor the 
health of their calves with the 
goal of rearing healthy heifers 
and minimising the use of 
antibiotics. Godminster won 
the Best of Organic Farms 
2021 award and is based in 
Somerset, England. Smartbell 
have developed the 
technology called WellCalf, 
a smart health monitoring 
system in the form of a smart 
eartag that can remotely 
detect a fever, pneumonia, 
and other diseases early on. 
The system lets the farm 
track temperature and 
activity on their calves. Any 
unusual activity triggers 
notifications to farm staff’s 
mobiles that allow for 
quicker interventions for any 
calf that needs it.

Godminster Farm used 
the WellCalf system to 
monitor their heifer calves 
and record treatment and 
weight records within 
the app. With a focus on 
minimising antibiotic usage, 
the additional behaviour 
information available 
through the app helped to 
detect pneumonia cases 
earlier and determine the 
appropriate treatment. The 
weight graphs within the 
app made it much easier for 
them to see the growth rates 
of calves and pick out those 
which are underperforming. 
A full animal history is 
available on the app, building 
an understanding of the 
causes of slower growth rates 
and driving future decision-
making.

The benefits of using the 
WellCalf system were 
significant for Godminster 
Farm. They were able to 
intervene earlier in cases 
of pneumonia, reducing 
the viral load within the 
environment and minimising 
the spread of disease 
within a group. They could 
track the recovery of the 
animal to understand if 
further intervention was 
required. The weight graphs 
within the app helped to 
identify underperforming 
calves, allowing for prompt 
intervention and improving 
overall herd health. “All 
our heifers which had no 
setback had grown at a far 
higher growth rate than any 
animals that had a slight 
setback”, says Peter Cheek, 
Farm Manager at Godminster 
Farm.

The immediate cost per 
case of pneumonia is at 
least £43, with long term 
financial impact estimated 
as high as £1000 due to 
lung damage causing poor 
growth rates and long-term 
effects on fertility, milk 
yield and longevity. Early 
detection and intervention 
is critical to avoid such 
losses. In order to reduce 
the impact of diseases, it 
is important for farmers to 
take a proactive approach to 
animal health. The WellCalf 
system is an effective 
way for dairy farmers to 
monitor the health of their 
calves and improve disease 
detection. Godminster 
Farm has seen significant 
improvements in their heifer 
calves’ health and growth 
rates, making the WellCalf 
system a valuable addition 
to their farm management 
practices. By implementing 
this technology, farmers can 
ensure the long-term health 
and productivity of their herd 
while minimising the use of 
antibiotics.

For more information, 
visit www.wellcalf.com

PRODUCT HIGHLIGHT - WELLCALF

Reducing antibiotic use and 
boosting calf growth with 
WellCalf at Godminster Farm
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W e should be spend-
ing much more time 
rationing heifers, as 
well as focussing on 

the cows,” advises Mole Valley Senior 
Nutritionist Dr Robin Hawkey.

 “We are using the best genetics on 
heifers but are we really maximising the 
genetic potential of those heifers coming 
through, especially with the increased 
rate of genetic gain through genomics? 
We must test the forage being fed to these 
heifers, and, as we would with cows, 
ration heifers accordingly.”

 Dr Hawkey suggests on some farms, 
nutrition may be the forgotten part of the 
jigsaw to achieve that all-important tar-
get of 24-month calving with appropriate 
size and maturity. 

Benefits of two-year calving

Increasing the weight of heifers to achieve 
65% of mature body weight (com-
pared to the standard 55%) at service at 
14 months has been found to improve 
conception rates, research shows. 
Furthermore, increasing weight at calv-
ing increases milk production by up to 
900 litres in the first lactation.

Additionally, heavier heifers are more 
likely to be in the herd after the third 
lactation. There is a clear correlation 
between age at first calving and lifetime 
yield, with yield decreasing as the age at 
first calving increases.

 As well as that heifer paying back her 
rearing costs quicker, calving a stronger 
heifer at two helps to improve cow lon-
gevity which means you need fewer 
replacements. Combined, these efficien-
cies help lower a farm’s carbon footprint, 
says Dr Hawkey.

Are you meeting targets?

For a 680kg Holstein to be big enough 
to serve by 14 months, she must grow at 
1kg daily up to bulling. Often, this is not 
achieved, suggests Dr Hawkey.

Heifers should be weighed monthly to 
every six weeks to ensure they are on the 
right track.

 “The height of the animal is a good 
correlation for weight and growth rates. 
One farmer paints lines on the wall of the 
shed and casts his eye over heifers period-
ically when he feeds them. It doesn’t have 

to be done with electronic weigh scales 
or data loggers. An estimate of heifer 
growth rates is better than nothing,” 
adds Dr Hawkey.

 If a large proportion of heifers are not 
meeting targets, it is worth re-assess-
ing the ration for the whole group. But 
where there are only one or two outliers, 
it might be worth moving these animals 
down a group to give them more time to 
catch up.

Nutrition – key ingredients

Dr Hawkey says protein, energy and 
mineral supplementation are all vital 
ingredients for an effective heifer ration. 
He advises farmers to ensure they are 
supplying enough protein for good 
growth. “Protein should be balanced 
with the supply heifers are getting from 
forage, so a forage analysis should be car-
ried out to match this,” he adds.

 Meanwhile, energy should be bal-
anced with metabolisable protein (MP) 
to ensure growth, rather than fat, is being 
laid down. Research by Silva (2018) rec-
ommended 9g of MP per megajoule of 
energy.

 Mole Valley-funded research at 
Nottingham University found feeding 
heifers higher levels of digestible unde-
gradable protein (DUP) significantly 

increased growth rates (1.2kg versus 1kg 
for heifers fed lower DUP) and stature. 
“This observation was highly statistically 
significant, suggesting very reliable and 
reproducible results,” says Dr Hawkey. 
“On the back of the research, Mole Valley 
has developed a high DUP 24% com-
pound and blend,” he adds.

 “Pivotal to improved nutrition to sup-
port enhanced growth rates is the accu-
rate provision of minerals and vitamins, 
especially given the recent publication 
of the National Academies of Science, 
Engineering, and Medicine (NASEM) 
2021 nutritional recommendations.”

 Biotin, to promote foot health, should 
be provided at 20mg a head a day. Da 
Silva (2010) reported a 57% improve-
ment in claw horn growth in yearlings, 
with improvements in resistance to wear-
ing. Calcium and phosphorus are key for 
skeletal growth and development, too. 
Equally as important are ration presenta-
tion and palatability to drive intakes.

 “Where we have heifers being fed a 
total mixed ration (TMR), it is important 
the ration is palatable. I have seen sev-
eral rations that are so dry (around 70%) 
rumen performance must be impaired. If 
the ration is above 50-55% we really need 
to add water to improve the digestibility 
of that ration.”

Focus on heifer nutrition to improve 
profitability and sustainability
Dairy farmers are being encouraged to treat heifers like cows and improve 
rationing to achieve target weights for 24-month calving.

l	 Develop a specific ration based on forage analyses (including minerals)
l	 Ensure mineral and vitamin supplementation adhere to the latest NASEM guidelines
l	 Feed high-quality, palatable feeds
l	 Monitor heifer weights regularly to allow adjustments to be made.

Tips for maintaining youngstock performance
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THURS 7TH SEPT 2023
L O N D O N  –  G R O S V E N O R  H O U S E  H O T E L

Email: caroline@calderwood.cc today to book your table at the awards or 
to discuss sponsorship opportunities. T: 01892 231604 M: 07786 993797

The Cream Awards dinner moves to London for its 
10 year anniversary. The annual Dairy Industry Awards 
recognise innovation, hard work and successes in the 

UK dairy industry through 12 separate award categories 
supported by market-leading industry sponsors. 
Our winners become ambassadors for change,

 leaders in their field that can inspire a new generation.
 

British Dairying are the organisers of the event, 
and we know that highlighting examples of good 
dairy farm husbandry and best practice, and the 

people that bring new innovations to the industry,
 is one of the best ways to help our industry thrive.

 
So plan your attendance at the Cream Awards, 

as a sponsor, or taking guests to the Event.

BOOK A TABLE OF 10 AND CELEBRATE 
WITH YOUR CUSTOMERS

Table of 10 guests £2,150 plus vat, includes 
drinks reception, 3-course dinner and 

entertainment, 5 bottles of wine on your table. 
Single places at £250 plus vat per place.

 
CALL US NOW TO SECURE YOUR BOOKING!

Be a part of the leading 
Dairy Industry celebration
The Cream Awards 2023 – London – Grosvenor House Hotel
7TH SEPTEMBER FROM 6PM –  AWARDS DINNER CELEBRATION –  BLACK TIE

www.creamawards.UK  www.britishdairying.co.uk #creamawards @britishdairying see us on Instagram



Come day or night, rain or shine, the well-being of your herd is what drives you, and 
you put everything into keeping them healthy and productive. METACAM® is proud 
to partner with cattle farmers to provide proven and trusted anti-infl ammatory pain 
relief for mastitis management,* respiratory infections,* diarrhoea in young calves†

and pain relief following dehorning and disbudding. You’re all in, and we are too.

To learn more about METACAM®, speak to your veterinarian.

04:53 AM

AND
YOU’RE
ALL IN

*With appropriate antibiotic therapy. 
†In calves over one week of age in combination with oral rehydration therapy. 

Metacam® 20 mg/ml solution for injection for cattle, pigs and horses and Metacam® 40 mg/ml solution for injection for cattle and horses contain meloxicam. UK: POM-V . Advice should be sought 
from the prescriber. Further information available in the SPCs or from Boehringer Ingelheim Animal Health UK Ltd., RG12 8YS, UK. UK Tel: 01344 746957. Email:vetenquiries@boehringer-ingelheim.
com. Metacam® is a registered trademark of Boehringer Ingelheim Vetmedica GmbH, used under licence. ©2021 Boehringer Ingelheim Animal Health UK Ltd. All rights reserved. 
Date of preparation: Dec 2021. BOV-0201-2021 Use Medicines Responsibly  384200

Supporting cattle well-being

BIUK-384200 METACAM Cattle Farmer Ad_FNL2_297x210.indd   1BIUK-384200 METACAM Cattle Farmer Ad_FNL2_297x210.indd   1 07/01/2022   11:1307/01/2022   11:13
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