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Bespoke set up promotes calf-rearing excellence

Intensive ‘calf care’ unit
Contract rearing calves to four months old in a purpose-built

one Somerset-based enterprise go from strength to strength.

Lisa charges on a calf per day basis and
she supplies milk powder, pellets and
straw. The calf owner pays for vaccines,
as well as wormer treatments and fly
tagging when calves are turned out.

Careful planning, from buildings and ventilation through to

Shed design

shed – and a licence to work as a TB isolation unit – has seen

feeding and vaccinate, are key to achieving target growth rates.
text Rachel Queenborough

T

hree years ago, Somerset-based
calf-rearer Lisa Bebbington saw
an opportunity to set herself up with
her own unit, specifically focused
on rearing heifer calves through the
first four months of life – a critical
early growth phase.
When a county council farm, near

Langport, came up for sale, Lisa acquired
what was effectively a greenfield site.
And here she has overseen the design
and construction of a purpose-built calf
shed and started her business.
Dairy heifer calves are picked up from a
local dairy unit once a week and reared
until four months old, before returning.

Lisa carried out plenty of research while
designing the calf shed, which included
visiting other units and taking plenty of
calf rearing advice from her vet Oliver
Tilling, of Shepton Vets.
The 36 metre x 12 metre building has
capacity for up to 100 ‘baby’ calves. It
has a 22° pitched roof and a vented ridge.
The walls are concrete panels, which
prevent draughts and are easy to steamclean, and Yorkshire boarding, which is
set above calf height and aids ventilation.
“The heat from the calves is not enough
to drive air circulation and so ventilation

Optimal system: using a feeder is better than a bucket, as calves feed with a natural suckling angle

24

C OWM ANAGEMENT

CM07_calf rearing 1.indd 24

OCTO BER/NO VE MB E R

2 0 1 7

20-10-17 09:17

Lisa Bebbington: “We vaccinate to protect
calves from disease”

is further improved with two overhead
air tubes and fans,” explains Lisa. “This
brings fresh air in from outside, and
holes in the tubes drop the air just above
the calves’ noses. So they don’t feel any
draughts.”
Calf pens are sited down either side of
the shed. The floor is concrete and slopes
from the back of the pens to the front,
allowing fluids to drain away and into a
central channel.
When calves arrive, at between seven
and 10 days of age, they are put into
groups of seven or eight per pen.
Pneumonia could be a risk, despite the
good ventilation. “So my vet carried out
tests on the herd at the source farm, as
well as cattle already here at Stone Farm,
to see which bacteria and viruses were
present and could, potentially, be
problematic,” says Lisa. “And to protect
the young calves, we vaccinate for PI3
and RSV at two and four weeks of age.”
The calves are bedded up every other day
with straw and pens are cleaned out
every three weeks. Lisa dehorns the
young calves as early as possible, using
the battery-operated Horn-Up device.
She anaesthetises them first, and
afterwards administers pain relief using
a non-steroidal anti inflammatory.

Fresh water
Buckets of water are available from the
start, and are refreshed twice a day.
Calves also have ad-lib access to an 18%
crude protein starter pellet from day
one.
Milk replacer – a 36% protein skim milk
powder – is fed at a concentration of
150g per litre. “I use a kitchen
thermometer to ensure it is mixed at
45° C to break down the fats, and then
add cold water to cool it down to 38° C
for feeding,” explains Lisa.
Calves start on a feeding regime of 2.5
litres twice a day. This increases to a
maximum of six litres, twice daily, by
seven weeks of age. The rate is then

Purpose-built shed: calf housing was designed to maximise both health and welfare

gradually cut back to a one-litre night
feed. And then, at around nine weeks of
age and once they are eating 2kg per day
of dry feed, they are weaned.
Milk is fed to the calves via Milk Bar
compartment feeders. When each batch
of calves us added to a pen, each feeder
is fitted with new Milk Bar teats. The
design of the teat slows down the speed
of drinking, and the similarly aged
calves will finish drinking in around the
same time.
“Calves stay firmly fixed onto their teat,
and initially have to suckle hard to get
the milk. This prevents them gulping it
down too quickly and getting bloat,
which has happened with some of the
faster-flowing teats we’ve used in the
past,” says Lisa.

Suckling angle
“Using a feeder is better than a bucket,
as calves feed with a natural suckling
angle – necks stretched up to the teat.
And the teats also encourage saliva
production and, after feeding, there’s
no cross-suckling or navel-sucking like
there can be with other teats. The calves
just go off and lie down.”
Lisa adds that the feeders are strong but
light: “I find them easy to lift on and off
the rail for cleaning. I do this after every
feed, and steam-clean them once a week.
In-between feeds, I flip them upside-
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down to stop calves sucking the teats.
The teats are also easy to remove and
replace, ready for the next batch of
calves.”
On weaning, calves are moved out of the
shed and out to grass or into hutches,
where they have free access to haylage
and calf rearer nuts.
Lisa weighs the calves when they arrive
on the farm, and again when they
leave aged four months. She has been
achieving growth rates of between 700kg
and 800kg per day.

Isolation unit
The enterprise has proved successful
and Lisa had been contract-rearing 300
dairy calves per year. But earlier this
year, when a nearby unit was shut
down due to TB, Lisa spotted another
opportunity – a gap in the market.
She applied for a licence to become a TB
isolation unit, and has now taken on
rearing the dairy-cross calves and blackand-white bulls from this herd. She is
rearing them up to 10 months of age and
will then sell them as yearlings, once
they have had two clear TB tests.
When these calves have left, Lisa plans
to make her facilities and rearing service
available to other TB-stricken farms.
“It’s worked well – for me and the TB
restricted herd – and the additional
income will also be welcome.” l
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Pre-weaning management is vital to success

Maximise early
growth potential
Close attention to detail – both in terms of feeding and
management – keeps young heifer calves on target to calve
at 22 months old on one Somerset-based unit.
text Phil Eades

E

nsuring that there’s a steady stream
of high quality heifers entering the
herd is a top priority for Weston-SuperMare-based producers Jon Bult and
his partner Liz Murray, as they look to
expand cow numbers.
Plans are in place to increase the current
450-head herd of Holsteins, Jerseys and a
few cross-bred cows to 1,000 cows within
five years. And while some cows have
been purchased recently, the intention
is to become a closed herd in the future,
so making heifer rearing is now a core
activity on the farm.
All heifer calves are now reared and
sexed semen is also being used to
increase the heifer calf numbers. Calves
are kept at the farm until they are 12
weeks old, when they are then moved to
another rearing unit. They return two
months prior to calving.

Pre-weaning performance
Calf management is the domain of Liz,
who is a qualified veterinary nurse.
Working closely with Harpers Feeds’
Bruce Forshaw and Trouw Nutrition GB’s
Georgina Thomas, Liz has implemented a
calf-rearing system that’s geared to
optimising pre-weaning performance.
“Feeding young calves on an elevated
plane of nutrition offers a one-off
window of opportunity for accelerated
growth and development,” says Georgina.
“The pre-weaning period provides a
unique chance to exploit the full genetic
potential of calves. And our on-going
LifeStart research programme is helping
to unlock ways to fully exploit this early
growth potential and improve dairy farm
efficiency.”
She says that conventional calf-rearing
systems restrict the amount of milk or
milk replacer fed during the first weeks
of a calf’s life, in an effort to encourage
solid feed intake and allow earlier
weaning. “But numerous trials have
clearly shown that a higher plane of
nutrition during the pre-weaning period
results in higher milk yields when the
calf enters the herd. This extra yield can
range from 300kg to 1,300kg in the first
lactation.”
When calves are fed at a higher rate
during the pre-weaning phase they
develop faster. Research shows that
these calves develop larger key organs,
including the hearts, lungs and livers,
and this is not simply due to them being
larger animals. All the organs were
larger when expressed as a percentage of
body weight.
They also had better mammary gland

26

C OWM ANAGEMENT

CM07_calf rearing 2.indd 26

OCTO BER/NO VE MB E R

2 0 1 7

20-10-17 11:16

development, which is essential for the
future productivity of the cow.
“The research also shows that calves
never make up for any shortfalls in
growth rates and organ development if
they are fed at lower rates pre-weaning,”
adds Georgina. “This pre-weaning phase
offers an unrepeatable opportunity to
set calves up for life.”

Professional approach
Careful administration of high quality
milk replacer, combined with sound
management techniques, establishes a
solid foundation for improved lifetime
performance. Georgina stresses that
producers need to have a professional
approach to calf rearing, which focuses
on the five ‘Cs’: cleanliness, colostrum,
comfort, calories, and consistency.
“The nutritional formulation of milk
replacers is also crucial, allowing feed
rates of at least 900g per day of milk
replacer to be fed safely.”
“Our system is geared to producing a
fast-growing and healthy calf,” explains
Liz. “The new-born calf has tremendous
potential for growth and we set out to
maximise this.”
All calves are fed their mother’s
colostrum, where possible, within two
hours of birth. If necessary, colostrum
replacer or refrigerated colostrum will
be used. All colostrum is tested with a
refractometer and any low-quality
colostrum is discarded. Calves are
offered a second colostrum feed, but are
not forced to take it.
Calves are then ear tagged and naval
dipped before going into individual
straw bedded hutches. They remain in
individual hutches until they are eight
weeks old, when they are them moved,
in groups of five, to larger hutches.
When fully weaned they are combined
into groups of 10. All hutches are steam
cleaned between calves to minimise the
risk of disease.
All calves are fed Milkivit Supreme
Heifer, a calf milk replacer from Trouw
Nutrition that adheres to LifeStart
standards. “We feed high protein
because it boosts growth rates,” says Liz.
“We build up to 1,200g of powder per
calf per day because we are feeding for
growth and health and it allows calves to
perform to potential.
“We start on 750g per day and on day six
this is increased to 900g. On day 10 we
increase the rate again to 1,050g and
reach the full rate of 1,200g on day 12.
Calves are fed 400g three times a day in
2.8 litres. Holstein and Jersey calves are

Georgina Thomas: “Pre-weaning phase
offers the chance to set calves up for life”

Jon Bult and Liz Murray are on target to rear
the heifer numbers they need for expansion

on exactly the same feed rates. “Calves
will stay of full rate until seven weeks
old when we will feed at the same
concentration but cut back to two feeds
a day for five days, before reducing to
one feed a day for a final five days. We
will wean later in the winter if it is cold.
We may delay weaning to 12 weeks but
the process is the same.”

They are now vaccinating calves for IBR
before they move. Antibiotics are only
used in extreme cases and if calves stop
eating or drinking then Liz prefers to
use pain relief and electrolytes.
Both Holsteins and Jerseys are growing
at a rate of 1kg per day and they have
only lost two calves during the past six
months. Incidence of pneumonia and
scours are virtually non-existent.
And heifers are bulling strongly at 12
months old, when they are then served
to enter the milking herd at 22 months
old.
Georgina says that the system shows
what can be achieved when there’s
plenty of attention to detail. “By
following strict protocols and feeding
calves to their potential, Liz and Jon
have the heifers in the pipeline to allow
them to hit their herd expansion target.
“Although the initial feed rates are high,
the outcome is heifers that are entering
the herd at a younger age. This,
combined with minimal losses, means
that overall rearing costs are reduced.” l

Solid feed
Harpers Feeds’ 24% calf rearer nut is
available to calves from a day old, but Liz
does not expect high intakes as they are
consuming a lot of milk. “As they eat
more solid food, so the quantity on offer
will increase,” she says. “By seven weeks
of age we expect intakes of between 2.5
and three kilogrammes per day.”
The only forage on offer is straw because
when calves are moved to the rearing
unit they are on a straw and concentrate
system. “We want the rumen acclimatised
to what calves have access to, so we only
feed straw and concentrate to baby
calves.”

Healthy calves: system is geared to maximise both health and growth rates
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Feeding equipment and checklist offer good health and growth rates

What’s new in calf rearing?
We take a look at some of the latest calf-rearing equipment
to hit that market, and share some timely advice from a vet
who spoke at a recent young-stock roadshow
text Rachael Porter

1 Calf-rearing checklist
Disease prevention took centre-stage
during this autumn’s National Young
Stock Association ‘Young Stock
4LIFE’ roadshow. And vet Tim Potter
of Westpoint Farm Vets, which
organised the event in partnership
with MSD Animal Health, offered his
six-point checklist for healthy calf
rearing.
“The list starts with colostrum
intake, which is something that
can be improved on most units,” he
said. Immunoglobulin absorption is
greatest during the first six hours
of life. “So develop a protocol for
colostrum intake and delivery to
feed three litres of colostrum within
the first two hours of life and repeat
again before the calf is 12 hours old.
Dr Potter stressed the importance
of hygiene.
“Disinfect feeding equipment, calving
tools, your hands, and wear clean
clothing when assisting with calving.
Colostrum should be treated as if it is
for human consumption to prevent
contaminating a calf’s first meal with
bacteria.”
1
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Six-point checklist
• Improve colostrum intake
• Hygiene
• Housing
• Vaccination
• Antibiotic stewardship
• Work with your vet

2 Automatic teat disinfection
Producers can now rear calves more
hygienically and deliver any necessary
specific feed additives into a target
animal’s individual milk portion,
following the launch of an automatic
feeding machine set up by Volac.
The Urban Alma Pro represents the latest
in computerised calf feeding technology,
according to the company, and is capable
of feeding milk to up to 120 calves.
“This machine can help to protect
calves from teat-transmitted infections –
thanks to an improved hygiene system
that incorporates automatic teat cleaning
with disinfection after every calf feed,”
says Volac’s Jason Short.
2
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“It can also deliver the right dose of
any necessary medications, such as
electrolytes, to individual calves, at the
right time.
The company calculates that, compared
with bucket feeding, the new machine
will save producers 190 hours of labour
time for every 120 calves reared.
Group feeding also saves on individual
pen bedding preparation.
3 Feeding station launched
A feeding station for calves has been
launched, for use in conjunction with
Holm & Laue’s HL100 automatic feeder.
Its purpose is to ensure optimum hygiene
and nutrition for calves.
The HygieneStation cleans teats after
each feed and contamination is reduced
by an average of 80%. And the station also
automatically cleans the entire milk line
right up to the teat after each feed.
The station offers downward slanting
teats, which support the calf’s natural
drinking position. Stretching the head
encourages the natural reflex of the
oesophageal groove and reduces the risk
of milk passing into the rumen.
It takes just four seconds for freshly
mixed milk to reach the teat. So as soon as
a calf sucks on the teat, a small amount of
milk flows into its mouth. This stimulates
the calf’s initial drink impulse and
manual intervention is rarely neccessary.
Milk is on offer 24 hours a day. The teat is
constantly lit by an LED and this enables
calves to feed at night and optimises milk
intakes. l
3
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