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The latest advice on calf health and nutrition to optimise heifer growth

Push for more potential
We round up some of the latest research findings and ideas that should help producers to
improve their calf and heifer rearing management.
text Rachael Porter

Higher plane of nutrition will pay dividends

Feeding regime: a higher plane of nutrition is required on many UK units

For heifer calves to achieve a target
bodyweight of 400kg by 14 months so
that they can calve at 24 months – the
recognised optimum for profitability –
then a higher plane of nutrition is
required on many UK units, according
to GLW Feeds’ Paul Mardell.
“Typically young calves are only being
fed to achieve growth rates of between
500g and 600g per day in the first three
months. But this means that they will
only reach a suitable weight for first
insemination at around 17 months of
age,” he explains.
“If they are to reach the target weight
of 400kg for insemination and meet
the goal of calving at 24 months, then

calves will need to be 120kg at three
months of age. So on many units, a
higher level of nutrition is needed.”
In a Dutch trial, calves were reared on
four levels of nutrition. Under a typical
UK feeding regime (about 500g of
calf milk powder), calves weighed
94kg after three months, but Dutch
producers provide a higher plane of
nutrition (around 600g) and this was
reflected in the higher growth rates.
But, as two further ‘high nutrition’
regimes demonstrated, the higher
early growth rates meant calves were
better able to achieve the target weight
of 120kg at three months and,
ultimately, went on to reach weights

suitable for breeding at 13 and 14
months (see Table 1).
“To achieve these higher growth rates,
attention to both the nutrition and
management of young calves is needed.
That’s everything from feeding good
quality colostrum at birth, to the
continuation of a good level of nutrition
post-weaning,” says Mr Mardell.
In recognition of this important period,
his company has introduced a range of
high quality calf products and compiled
a calf-rearing blueprint, which includes
age by weight targets. It is also offering
a management and consultancy service
to help producers to check that heifer
growth rates are on track.

Table 1: Growth rates on four different calf rearing rations (source: Nutreco Ruminant Research Centre)

growth rate
average growth rate, weeks one to nine (g/day)
average growth rate, ﬁrst three months (g/day)
weight after three months (kg)
age at ﬁrst calving (months)
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‘typical’ UK

‘typical’ Dutch

high nutrition A

high nutrition B

520
600
94
27

620
700
103
25

750
800
113
24

825
900
120
23

OCTO BER/NO VE MB E R

2 0 1 4

24-10-14 12:03

Traffic-light poster launched to aid early disease detection
A poster has been launched by the Royal
Veterinary College and Volac to help
producers to identify the early signs of
scours and respiratory disease, nip them
in the bud and reduce heifer mortality.
The UK average heifer mortality is
currently running at 14% prior to first
calving.
Called The Healthy Calf, the poster is
suitable to pin up in the calf shed and
covers the following three areas with
accompanying images.
• Green: Look for signs of good health
and vigour in calves. Calves in good
health should be bright, playful,
curious and lively with clear eyes and
nose, clean hindquarters and be keen
to drink milk.
• Amber: Act at early warning signs of
problems – remember going off milk
is a late sign of sickness. Contact your
vet or implement a treatment plan.
• Red: Late signs of disease – these are
calves at risk of death.
“Identifying mild cases of scours and

respiratory disease among calves,
particularly group housed, can be so
easy to miss compared with spotting and
subsequently treating the really sick
calves,” says Volac’s young stock
specialist Jessica Cooke.
“Milk rejection, for example, is often
used as a sign of disease, but it is far
from accurate. If calves are fed fewer
than eight litres of milk per day, it will
only be at the final stages of disease that
a calf will stop drinking. At this point,
the calf may be so sick that the damage
caused will be irreversible.
“Both scours and respiratory disease
impact on husbandry demands and vet
costs. And for those that survive, it also
impacts on their subsequent performance.
Even a mild case of respiratory disease
takes energy away from growth, with up
to 1kg lost per week,” she adds.
The poster is designed to help
producers and those responsible for
calf rearing to identify the early signs
of scours and respiratory disease,

both quickly and simply, and then
immediately implement the agreed
treatment protocol.”
Warning signs: poster will help producers to
identify early symptoms of disease

Yeast could improve prognosis for neonatal calves
While the profit-boosting effects of new
generation yeasts are creating a buzz
among producers, attention is now
turning to a trial with neonatal calves
that has shown a direct and positive
impact from a unique three-in-one
hydrolysed yeast.
“Insight into the way in which the
yeasts, which are rich in mannoproteins,

betaglucans and nucleotides, work is
increasing,” says Devenish Nutrition’s
Simon Caughey. “We know that these
cell wall components can prevent
pathogenic bacteria from binding to the
gut lining and play a role in immunity.
New-born calves have an immature
immune system and are, therefore,
susceptible to diseases. That’s why

Immunity ‘boost’: yeast supplement can help to protect young calves from disease
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researchers have focused specifically
on the immune response of neonatal
calves.”
In one trial, one-week-old calves were
fed calf-starter diets with or without the
hydrolysed yeast, supplemented with
whole milk. At three weeks old they
were injected with a viral and a bacterial
live vaccine, and blood samples were
taken at weekly intervals for analysis.
The calves that were given the yeast
supplement produced more proteins
involved in immunity, particularly
bacteria- and virus-specific IgA and
haptoglobin, after microbial challenge.
This indicated an improved resistance
against microbial infection. And while
the microbial challenge was seen to
cause reduced levels of neutrophil and
platelets in the blood serum, these
reductions were lessened when calves
were fed the yeast.
“An overall health improvement was
also evidenced by improved faecal and
health scores at three weeks of age,”
says Mr Caughey. “The results are
encouraging as they are the first clear
evidence that this hydrolysed yeast can
improve the prognosis after microbial
infection in calves.”
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