
OSTS to raise replacements are 
generally considered to be about 
second on a dairy, behind feed 
costs for cows. And since payoff 

would not generally occur until the first lac-
tation two years later, it is somewhat under-
standable why this category is often on the 
chopping block and viewed strictly as an 

expense. But that philosophy shortchanges 
the near future and returns of the dairy herd.  
So let’s take a closer look at this enterprise.

Track performance data
The first unfortunate limitation is typically 

lack of good data. When the question is asked, 
“How are your calves doing?,” the answer is 
often in terms of whether they are healthy, sick 
or dead. It is not in terms of how they are grow-
ing because, most often, these measures are not 
made whereas there are usually treatment and 
death records.

And few operations track calf and heifer 
performance data forward into lactation. Yet, 
how calves are fed and managed has a major 
impact on the kind of cows they become.

Calves are the most efficient animals on a 
dairy in converting nutrients to growth. Dur-
ing the first 65 days of life, data collected at 
a large calf and heifer ranch in Spain shows 
calves averaged a conversion of dry matter 
intake (DMI) to daily gain (ADG) of 1.74.

That approaches what pigs and poultry 
can do. But after all, a calf is more like those 
monogastrics before it transitions to becom-
ing a ruminant. Milk and/or milk replacer 
has a digestibility in the 90 percent range, 
while a well-texturized calf starter has a 
digestibility in the mid-70 percent range. 
Hay, on the other hand, has a digestibility 
only in the 50 percent range and, depending 

on its quality, it may even be lower.
After weaning, heifers averaged nearly 2 

pounds of daily gain. Consequently, as heifers 
grew, their maintenance requirements rose 
with that elevated body weight. If intake is 
not great enough to support that growth rate, 
ADG would be reduced accordingly. 

Because ADG is essentially linear throughout 
the growth period, as DMI rises, the amount 
of feed needed per-pound of gain increases cor-
respondingly. Thus, the efficiency of growth 
becomes poorer and poorer as heifers get larger.

They grow best early 
Now let’s circle back to the calf. Traditional 

levels of milk replacer feeding and accompany-
ing calf starter intakes would not allow a calf 
to double its birth weight by the end of two 
months of life. This is the goal when trying to 
achieve a growth rate that will allow the calf 
to realize its milk production potential.

The traditional calf feeding program would 
result in about 1.25 pounds ADG during the 
first two months versus the 1.5 pounds of ADG 
needed to double a 90-pound heifer calf’s birth 
weight. Also, having a lower ADG reduces 
the efficiency of nutrient conversion to body 
weight. More of the calf’s energy will be used 
for maintenance. 

As ADG rises, more energy was available for 
growth. For an ADG of 1.5 pounds, the effi-
ciency of conversion of dietary energy intake 
would be about 54 percent, while at 1.25 pounds 
ADG it would only be 
about 48 percent.

That logically leads 
to the question, “What 
about economics?” Feed 
costs are less per unit of 
body weight and wither 
height gain during the 
first two to six months 
of life than during the 
later heifer growing 
period, especially for 
wither height increase. 
Of course, that cost effi-
ciency will vary depend-
ing on feed costs.

In a field study of 

62 Wisconsin dairies, daily feed costs were 
greatest during the first two months until 
heifers reached 800 pounds. After this, daily 
feed costs were greater than they were dur-
ing the first two months of life. In a similar 
study with 49 dairy operations, feed costs 
per day were greater during the calf period 
(Figure) than for any other time during the 
heifer growing period. That reflected over-
all lower feed costs at that time. In the most 
recent study done in 2013, calf period costs 
continue to be highest, but over one-half of 
those costs are nonfeed related (see Figure). 
But milk price also needs to be figured in. 
Milk replacer costs are directly related to 
milk price since milk replacers are comprised 
primarily of byproducts from processing milk. 
Whole milk, too, is a lost opportunity for sale-
able milk income. 

More milk makes economic sense
Another critical question is, “What is the 

cost per pound of ADG during the first two 
months of a conventional milk replacer feed-
ing program versus an intensive feeding 
program? And what may the returns be?” 
In a Michigan State University study, Hol-
stein heifers were fed either a conventional or 
intensive milk replacer program. 

At the end of eight weeks, weight, height, 
DMI, gain/feed and cost per pound ADG 
were all improved with the intensive feeding 
program. Body composition analyses found 
no significant differences in proportions of 
protein, fat and ash between the two milk 
replacer feeding treatments. Thus, the addi-
tional growth on the intensive treatment was 
not simply fattening but true growth.

A similar study with the same treatments was 
done at Michigan State with heifer calves from 
the research herd. After 152 days in their first 
lactation, net returns per treatment were $83 for 
conventional and $170 for intensively fed calves. 
The additional $53 in feed costs per calf pre-
weaning for the intensive treatment returned 
$87 more through just the first 152 days.

In a detailed economic comparison of conven-
tional versus intensive calf programs, Mike 
Overton, Elanco, calculated that the net return 
through the first lactation, including the milk 
response determined by Cornell research, was 
$205 more for intensive versus conventional 
milk replacer feeding programs.

In focusing strictly on calf feeding costs, we 
may miss a significant income opportunity. We 
need to assess our calf and heifer feeding pro-
grams to better utilize the feed efficiencies dur-
ing the calf period by doubling birth weight by 
2 months of age. Studies indicate additional 
daily feeding costs then may result in lower feed 
costs per pound of gain. Even if it does not, net 
returns will likely be greater in first lactation 
and continue on in subsequent lactations.
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We must move  
beyond costs
Calf rearing is not a two-year economic sinkhole. Take care of calves now, 
and they will pay you back later.

by A. F. Kertz
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The author is the principal in 
ANDHIL, LLC, a St. Louis-based 
consulting firm.
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Feed accounts for less than half of rearing costs
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BY FEEDING CALVES AND HEIFERS ENOUGH for both 
maintenance and growth, we enable them to reach the 
milk production potential we bred them for.
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