
PRACTICES used in feeding and
caring for calves were among the
topics covered in the 2007 National
Animal Health Monitoring Systems
Survey. The study was conducted in
17 of the nation’s major dairy states
representing 80 percent of U.S. dairy
operations and cows.

Perhaps the most disconcerting
and disappointing data in the 2007
NAHMS report are ages of calves
when they were first fed water,
starter, and hay. Research data
showing the detrimental effects of
feeding hay to young calves is
more than 60 years old, showing
the close relationship of starter in-
take to weight gain and weaning
is nearly 30 years old, and show-
ing the close relationship of water
intake to starter intake is nearly
25 years old. Yet, this study
showed that water is delayed in
being first fed by up to 16 days of
age with an average of 15 days,
starter is delayed in being first fed
by up to 9 days of age with an av-
erage of 8.5 days, and hay is fed
before 2 months of age starting as
soon as 22 days of age with an av-
erage of 25 days. Each of these
cases is just opposite of what care-
fully controlled research tells us
we should do.

There is a trend that, as herds got
larger, they reduced the negative
aspects of each of these critical feed-
ing practices. Perhaps this is due to
their being able to better manage
these feeding practices. But even
the largest herd category delayed
feeding water and starter to calves
until they were over a week old and
then started feeding hay at 40 days
of age.

The recommendation . . .
The best approach is to feed some

water and limited starter to calves
right away and then to not feed hay
until after 2 months of age . . . when
they enter into their first grouping.
The practices being used on many
farms simply are limiting daily gain
and feed efficiencies. Calves are not
being fed water and starter soon
enough for proper growth and
rumen development, and hay is
being fed too soon.

The table shows a smorgasbord
of other practices used by herd size
category.

• Medication still accounted for
over 50 percent of milk replacers
fed, but this declined with herd
size. Was this due to wanting to re-
duce additional cost, uncertainty
of benefits, wanting to medicate

calves individually, or some other
reason?

• Waste milk feeding to calves
has become more common, espe-
cially among larger herds which
can set it aside more easily. It still
was surprising to see that, even
among larger herds, feeding un-
pasteurized waste milk was so

prevalent despite evidence
of benefits to pasteuriza-
tion. Even then, there are
concerns about how effec-
tively and consistently pas-
teurizers are operated on
dairies.

• There is a public per-
ception angle to this. A
statement in the January
10, 2008, issue, page 9,
bears consideration on this
issue: “Transparency is also
extremely important. If
there are regular animal care prac-
tices on your farm that you would
not be willing to let somebody from
the public see, that should tell you
something. If a practice such as
feeding pasteurized waste milk to
calves is unacceptable to our con-
sumers, we should probably inves-

tigate alternatives that might bet-
ter meet public expectations of the
level of care we give to our animals.
In business, we often note that the
consumer is always right; yet, in
farm animal production, we often
seem inclined to disregard what
our consumers say they want in
terms of animal care.”

• It was surprising how much
salable milk was fed, and nearly
all of it unpasteurized. This survey
was done during 2006, so it would
likely have missed most of the
record-high milk replacer and sal-
able milk prices experienced this
past year. The economics of feed-
ing salable milk usually are not
close to being favorable, so that
leads to speculation as to what
other factors would have been in-
volved in this practice?

The most common medication for
those using a medicated milk re-
placer was oxytetracycline in com-
bination with neomycin (49.5 per-
cent), followed by oxytetracycline
(21.9 percent), decoquinate (18.8
percent), chlortetracycline (12.1
percent), lasalocid (7.2 percent),
and other (5.4 percent).

Percentage of operations that
cleaned and disinfected milk-feed-
ing equipment was: 58.5 percent for
daily, 24.4 percent for between
calves, 6.4 percent for weekly, 3.2
percent for monthly, and 7.5 percent
for other. Larger operations followed
the first two practices 91 percent
of the time, followed by medium op-
eration at 87 percent, and smaller
operations at 81 percent.
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The author is the principal in Adhil, LLC, a St.
Louis-based consulting firm.

by A.F. Kertz
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Too many calf feeding 
mistakes being made

Calf feeding practices reported
Small   Medium Large

Herd size <100 100-499 500 or > All

% of operations
Colostrum management

Stored w/o refrigeration 4.4 2.8 3.0 3.9
Stored in refrigerator 6.0 15.2 50.5 11.1
Stored in freezer 24.8 36.2 34.7 28.2
Not stored 64.8 45.8 11.8 56.8
Pasteurized 0.2 0.9 6.4 0.8
Serum protein measured 1.1 2.4 14.5 2.1

Liquid diet
Nonmedicated milk replacer 11.4 14.2 26.4 12.7
Medicated milk replacer 55.2 68.2 43.6 57.5
Unpasteurized waste milk 32.2 25.7 27.6 30.6
Pasteurized waste milk 1.0 3.0 28.7 2.8
Unpasteurized salable milk 32.2 17.4 12.1 28.0
Pasteurized salable milk 1.3 1.6 2.0 1.4 
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