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Economics, calf raising
discussed at meeting

six trials over a three-year period (Kertz 
et al., 1979). However, calves gained only 
21 lb. at weaning and another 55 lb. at the 
end of two months. With average birth 
weights of 88 lb. for female calves (Kertz 
et al., 1997), that is an 86% increase at 
two months, but it falls short of the target 
of doubling birth weight. 

Hill’s presentation included a graph 
of average daily gain regressed against 
average daily starter intake (Bateman 
et al., 2010) for calves younger than 
eight weeks of age. Of the variation, 29% 
was accounted for in this regression, 
refl ecting more sources of considerable 
variation when using each calf’s intake 
individually from a database of 993 
observations from 20 research trials.

Calf management
In the closing session, Sheila McGuirk 
from the University of Wisconsin’s School 
of Veterinary Medicine discussed a wide 
range of issues. I have assembled a 
synopsis of her key points.

Colostrum. Providing 150-200 g of 
immunoglobulin G to newborn calves is 
challenging to many dairies. Compliance 
with protocols is best when the 
procedure is made simple. 

Total serum protein should be greater 
than 5.2 g/dL for 90% of calves and 
greater than 5.5 g/dL for 80% of calves. 
Use a sample size of 10-12 calves for total 
serum testing when calves are younger 

THE 2011 annual Dairy Calf & Heifer 
Assn. conference was held April 5-6 
in Lake Geneva, Wis., with about 350 

attendees. 
The program featured a mix of 

subject areas such as nutrition, health, 
economics and personnel management. 
A large trade show provided a venue 
for considerable interaction between 
attendees and vendors. 

In this column, I will highlight opening 
and ending sessions and a session related 
to calf starters.

Gary Siporski, a dairy development 
manager at Vita Plus, provided an 
economic outlook based on his extensive 
experience in the dairy industry, which 
ranges from sales at Purina to years 
dealing with dairy fi nances at Citizens 
Bank of Loyal, Wis., and to a more recent 
stint on the Federal Reserve Board of 
Chicago, Ill.

Siporski has developed a knack for 
boiling down issues and decisions to 
their essence so that almost anyone 
can understand it. He said volatility and 
unpredictability have reigned in the dairy 
business in recent years, and volatility 
and unpredictability will continue. Having 
a current and evolving business plan is 
essential. 

Siporski summarized eight fi nancial 
rules that should not be broken and that 
will be a hit with bankers:

(1) Liquidity of 2:1 current assets to 
current liabilities;

(2) Principal and interest of no more 
than 20% of the milk check;

(3) Expense rates of no more than 85%;
(4) Debt per cow of no more than 

$3,000-5,000 or $20/cwt. of milk;
(5) Equity of more than 30%;
(6) A three-year asset turnover ratio. 

For example, a $1 million operation 
must generate $300,000 in gross income 
annually;

(7) A return on assets of 8%, and
(8) Knowing the cost of production — 

which may seem elementary but is all too 
often lacking.

*Dr. Al Kertz is a board-certified, dairy field 
technical service and research consultant 
with Milk Specialties Global Animal Nutri-
tion based out of St. Louis, Mo. To expedite 
answers to questions concerning this article, 
please direct inquiries to Feedstuffs, Bottom 
Line of Nutrition, 12400 Whitewater Dr., Suite 
160, Minnetonka, Minn. 55343, or e-mail com-
ments@feedstuffs.com.
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Calf starters
Mark Hill of Provimi North America, 
along with colleague Gale Bateman and 
Hugh Chester-Jones of the University 
of Minnesota, presented a session on 
research-based technologies for starters. 
This is a key issue for calves that I see 
being increasingly limiting. 

Hill addressed a number of segments 
— such as current starter formulations, 
consumption, grain and starch content, 
texturized versus pelleted forms, 
molasses, fat, specifi c fatty acids, crude 
protein, coccidiostats, additives, specifi c 
ingredients and economics — in a 
succinct and well-referenced manner. 
Besides housing and calf comfort, 
the relationship between starter 
characteristics and intake depends on fat 
and protein levels in the milk replacer, 
the amount of milk replacer or milk fed 
and the availability of clean water. 

For instance, under the early-weaning 
program in vogue in the 1960s and 1970s, 
calf starter intake accounted for 65% of 
the variation in bodyweight gain when 
calves were weaned at 30 days of age in 
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than one week of age.
Deliver four quarts of colostrum to 

calves if done by esophageal tubing or a 
combination of suckling and esophageal 
tubing. Deliver three quarts if suckled 
only.

Obtain colostrum from high-producing 
cows soon after calving to avoid dilution 
of colostrum via milk secretion. Calves 
can suckle within 30 minutes after birth. 
Avoid using colostrum from cows that 
are leakers and have dry periods shorter 
than 30 days.

Nutrition. Aim for a target of the calf 
doubling its birth weight before weaning 
at 60 days. If its birth weight is 90 lb., 
then 90 lb. of gain in 60 days is about 1.5 
lb. per day.

McGuirk provided several examples 
of how much osmolarity and total solids 
(16-20%) varied on several dairies. This 
can be more problematic with substitute 
workers, the graveyard shift or weekend 
shifts. Milk has a total solids content of 
about 13% with an osmolarity of 270-300 
milliosmoles. Avoid changing total solids 
by more than 1% per day.

Water intake is especially important 
for calves outside the critical ambient 
temperature range, for calves fed a high-
solids diet or when scouring.

Calf environment. From birth to 
weaning, calves spend about 75% of their 
time lying. Hence, bedding management 
is especially critical to avoid moisture 
levels that result in “wet knees” and that 
harbor and grow pathogens (Lago et al., 
2006; Kertz, 2007). Straw is the bedding 
of choice in colder weather as it allows 
calves to nestle, providing insulating air 
pockets and minimizing body heat loss.

Avoid calf warming enclosures as they 
harbor pathogens and help inoculate all 
future calves that pass through these 
fi xtures.

From birth to two months of age, 
provide 30 sq. ft. for calves in individual 

pens, and have 15% excess capacity so 
there is time to clean, disinfect and rest 
pens between successive calf occupants. 

More information on calf facilities is 
available at http://thedairyland 
initiative.vetmed.wisc.edu.

Health-related issues. Minimize 
calving issues by doing an informal 
supervision every 30 minutes. Objective 
health monitoring may include 
identifying decreased milk/milk replacer 
consumption, lessened activity, less time 
spent near feeders or by infrared or other 
temperature detection methods.

In most situations, vaginal delivery 
without assistance is preferred because 
the consequences of assisted calving are 
generally negative: lower calf survival, 
more calf injury, more calf disease, less 
milk production in the fi rst 60 days 
by the cow in that lactation and lower 
reproduction by the cow in that lactation.

If calves have not taken their initial 
breath soon after being born, they can 
be encouraged to do so by putting very 
cold water in an ear or pinching the nasal 
septum.

Labor needs. One full-time equivalent 
employee is needed per 100 calves 
just for routine chores, and a 50%-time 
employee is needed for health monitoring 
and treatment.

The Bottom Line
Economics remain challenging for 
the dairy industry. A variety of issues 
impinge on starter consumption and 
accompanying calf performance. 
Colostrum continues to be a key 
element in not only how well calves start 
after birth but also their subsequent 
performance. 

Feed calves nutritionally to double 
their birth weight by 60 days of age, but 
watch the solids level and variability 
in liquid feed. Calves need a good 

environment for lying and insulation 
during the winter. Minimize assisting 
cows during the birthing process because 
this subsequently negatively affects both 
the calf and the cow. Labor needs are 
very dependent on the degree of health 
monitoring and treatment.
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