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By AL KERTZ

U.S. dairy industry demographic data
are available through studies done by
the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s
National Animal Health Monitoring
System (NAHMS).

The first study, the 1991 National
Dairy Heifer Evaluation Project
(NDHEP), provided a baseline of ani-
mal health and management data from
which to measure industry changes over
time. The second study was done in
1996.

NDHEP included herds of 30 or more
milk cows and heifer-rearing operations
in 28 states representing 83% of U.S.
milk cows. Dairy ’96 used operations
with one or more milk cows in 20 states
representing 83% of U.S. milk cows.
Fifteen states were included in both
studies: four in the West, two in the
South, seven in the Midwest and two in
the Northeast. These and other publi-
cations are available at www.aphis.
usda.gov/vs/ceah/cahm.

The Table shows a comparison of data
excerpted from Part II: Changes in the
U.S. Dairy Industry: 1991-1996, Na-
tional Animal Health Monitoring sys-
tem — September 1996, Veterinary Ser-
vices, Animal & Plant Health Inspec-
tion Service, USDA. Only 1996 data
comparable (i.e., 30 or more cows in
herds) to 1991 NDHEP data were used.
Data comparisons are for categories pri-
marily related to what producers con-
trolled or observed.

The average age of first-calf heifers
continued to hover around 1.5 months
more than the generally recognized
goal of 24 months of age. This in itself
is not an absolute goal because it does

Comparison shows results of
raising dairy calves, heifers

not consider the heifers’ bodyweight,
wither height and overall body condi-
tion. Furthermore, there is variation
around this average that may range from
20 to 28 months of age. This can be due
to genetics as well as various environ-
mental factors, including feeding, man-
agement and facilities.

Preweaning mortality increased by
nearly one-third from 1991 to 1996 and
was considerably below a challenging
goal of 2-4% mortality in calves born
alive. Scours increased during this five-
year period and accounted for more than
one-half of mortalities. Respiratory
problems accounted for nearly one-
fourth of deaths in 1996. After wean-

ing, scours accounted for less mortal-
ity and decreased from 1991 to 1996,
but respiratory problems increased from
about one-third in 1991 to nearly one-
half in 1996. More about this will be
covered later.

In 1996, nearly one-half of operations
fed colostrum before nursing, a big im-
provement from 1991. The percentage
of operations hand feeding did not in-
crease during this period. The amount
of colostrum fed by operations did not
increase either. These results are a bit
inconsistent because while they indi-
cate some improvement in the timing
of colostrum fed, the other major vari-
ables of amount fed and quality did not
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 Data comparison, 1991 versus 1996
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

1991 1996
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Age at first calving, months 25.8 25.5
Preweaning mortality, % of heifer calves born alive 8.4 11.0
Percent of deaths by producer-perceived cause:

Scours/diarrhea 52.2 60.7
Respiratory 21.3 24.5
Joint or navel problems 2.2 1.0
Other known causes 14.1 7.8
Unknown 10.2 6.0

Weaned Heifer Mortality, % of heifer inventory 2.2 2.4
Percent of deaths by producer-perceived cause:

Scours/diarrhea 18.4 14.7
Respiratory 34.8 45.4
Joint or navel problems 1.0 1.2
Other known causes 27.5 21.3
Unknown 18.3 17.4

Percent operations by age newborn calves separated from mother
0 hours (before any nursing) 28.0 48.7
<12 hours 39.6 23.0
12-24 hours 22.0 16.9
>24 hours 10.4 11.4

First colostrum feeding management, % operations
First nursing 33.7 30.7
Hand-fed bucket or bottle 64.0 65.4
Esophageal feeder 2.3 3.8
No colostrum 0.0 0.1

Amount colostrum hand-fed in first 24 hours, % operations
2 quarts or less 25.6 20.1
>2 but <4 quarts 48.2 45.5
4 or more quarts 26.2 34.4

Weaning age, weeks
Operation average 7.9 8.2
Heifer average 8.2 8.6

Preweaned heifer housing, % operations
Freestall — 2.6
Individual animal area 33.9 30.3
Multiple animal area 33.3 37.8
Tied 19.3 9.7
Drylot/pasture 6.8 16.1
Hutch/superhutch 32.7 38.1

Contract rearing, % operations sent elsewhere 1.6 5.0
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improve or were not taken into account.

Weaning age showed some increase
from 1991 to 1996. Authors noted that
this pattern is consistent with the shift
toward larger herds more likely feeding
waste milk and weaning at a later age.
This may also be related to the higher
incidence of preweaned scours and res-
piratory problems. Jamaluddin et al.
(1996) found that pasteurizing waste
milk reduced scours and pneumonia but
would not have reduced antibiotic resi-
dues noted by Selim and Cullor (1997),
nor would it have standardized the vari-
able nutrient composition of waste milk.

There is overlap in the type of
preweaned housing. Somewhere be-
tween one-third and one-half of calves
were not individually housed before
weaning. This can provide the oppor-
tunity for more scours and respiratory
problems. If it were not for the apparent
improvement in colostrum feeding,
these problems would likely have been
worse. Contract rearing of calves or heif-
ers tripled from 1991 to 1996, although
the number was still only 5%.

Now, for the other shoe: These data
only addressed death, not health prob-
lems that did not result in death. Of

these, the most insidious is respiratory.
While Warnick et al. (1995) did not find
a relationship between calf morbidity
and subsequent first lactation milk, in
this and other studies, affected heifers
had higher mortality before calving,
were less likely to enter the milking
herd, took longer before first calving
and had more dystocia problems. These
are what many producers may refer to
as “poor doers.” In an anecdotal com-
ment, a USDA inspector at a milk cow
slaughter plant told me in 1999 that
cull milk cows had a very high inci-
dence of lung problems that were not
outwardly evident. So, why would
calves after weaning have such a high
incidence of respiratory problems? I do
not believe it is housing in most cases,
but rather, too many changes at once
were resulting in stress and the outbreak
of respiratory problems.

Typical changes or problems at one
time may be: not weaning until eight-
plus weeks, limited rumen development,
removal from a hutch to a group, dietary
changes and other possible treatments.
The solution is to have calves fully
weaned at least two weeks before mov-
ing to a group, have a small group with

at least a transition ration, if not the same
ration as before moving, and minimize
other changes at the same time.

The Bottom Line
There is considerable room for im-

proving how calves are fed and man-
aged based on 1991 and 1996 data.
Typically, these would include the tim-
ing, quality and quantity of colostrum
fed, keeping preweaned calves in iso-
lated housing and minimizing changes
at two months of age by earlier wean-
ing and minimizing ration and other
changes at that time. It is timely that
NAHMS is planning a similar, follow-
up study in January 2002 with dairy
producers in 21 states representing
more than 80% of the dairy herds and
80% of dairy cows in the U.S.
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