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ONLY in 1991 was a conference
previously held on the subject
of Holstein steers, but on Nov.

2-3, 2005, a conference on Managing
& Marketing Quality Holstein Steers
was held in Rochester, Minn. 

There were nearly 300 attendees.
When they split into breakout
sessions, there were more attendees
for feedlot and growing/finishing than
for wet calves. Here are some
selected highlights.

Dairy steer history
I originally met Ken Eng when I was a
summer intern at Ralston Purina, not
too long before he became a
Feedstuffs columnist. 

We agreed that I would cover the
wet calf area and he the growing and
finishing area. For us non-beef people,
his keynote address (Eng, 2005) was
enlightening in a number of areas. 

Eng listed and discussed 10 ways
Holsteins are different: they have a
playful and gentle temperament;
they’re easily bored and so sort their
feed, which creates metabolic
problems; they have more bloats,
“metabolics” and bullers; they do
more running and playing, which
means more dust in pens; feedlot
cowboys do not like that steers follow
them rather than be herded or chased;
they’re heat tolerant but cold
intolerant; they are at risk for liver
abscesses and acidosis but seldom
founder; they drink more water than
beef cattle, so pens may be muddier,
and they have suicidal tendencies.

Why are Holsteins popular?
Holsteins have excellent and
predicable gains and efficiency; they
have a small Holstein gene pool; they
can produce a high-quality and
consistent carcass; they need
implants to maximize ribeye; they’re
bought light and sold heavy, so they
occupy feedlot space for a long time,
and health problems are a mixed bag,
with fewer respiratory but more
metabolic and unexpected deaths.

If you are in the calf-fed Holstein
business, you are really in the feed
and grain business. Lower grain prices
and byproducts like distillers grains
are a plus for Holsteins if you can
maintain stable and inexpensive feeds.

Practical economics
Howard Tyler used a table, attributed
to Cornell, comparing national
average, accelerated and early
weaning programs. That Table is
included here, but I added data from
a recent Michigan State University
study (Brown et al., 2005) for
comparative purposes. This is the
only published comparative complete
data set of standard and accelerated
programs of which I am aware.

The Michigan State study had
several distinctive features. All heifer
calves were purchased in Indiana and
Michigan and did not begin the study
until two weeks of age. Thus, the
values shown are not birth weights
but starting weights. 

Calves on the standard program
were limit fed starter so daily gains
would be about 1 lb., and calves were
weaned after being on the milk
replacer program for six weeks
following a one-week adaptation
period in which they were fed a 20%
protein/20% fat milk replacer. 

This means that these calves
missed the first three weeks of age —
the most efficient time of growth and
nutrient conversion (Kertz et al.,
1997). Calves on the accelerated
program were also fed a higher-
protein calf starter than those on the
standard program. The costs may or
may not be realistic, especially when
comparing across sources. 

Nevertheless, this study does
provide some real comparative data
relative to those in the original table. 

An extended study is in the latter
stage at Michigan State, with 80 heifer
calves from the research herd split
between the two treatments shown in
the right two columns of the Table.
This study will take these calves
midway through their first lactation.
More data of this type are needed. 

Pasteurized milk systems
Matt Jorgensen presented a review of
what he, Pat Hoffman and Andy
Nytes presented at the Midwest
American Dairy Science Assn.
(ADSA)/American Society of Animal
Science meeting in March on the
efficacy of on-farm pasteurized milk
systems on Upper Midwest dairy and
custom calf rearing operations, but
with more factors not in the text. 

Only three operations were calf
growers, and the rest of the 31
facilities were dairies. Only one pre-
and post-pasteurized sample was
secured from each operation. So, daily
or weekly variation was not evaluated.
With all of the interest and use of
pasteurized waste milk, it is amazing
that this is the only study of this type. 

Future supply
Holstein crossbreds have greater
immunity and herd survivability but
more variability in age and weight at
puberty. Kent Weigel reviewed data
from crossbreeding in California
herds, as reported this summer at
ADSA in abstracts from the
University of Minnesota. 

The main benefits were reduced
calving difficulty and stillbirths,
fewer days open and greater percent
pregnancy by 100 days. 

These crosses were with
Normande, Montbeliarde and
Scandinavian Red, so milk production
and components were not as affected
as with Jersey crossbreeding.

Weigel reviewed processes involved
with sexed semen and a field trial by
a Colorado State University group,
which holds a patent on the process.

So far, sexed semen has had to be
produced by a company with the
machines in south Texas. That
means bulls have to be shipped
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Bottom Line Comparison of weaning programs
Early -------Michigan State-------

Variable National Accelerated weaning Standard Accelerated
Birth weight, lb. 95 95 87 96.1 97.1
Weaning age, days 56 56 31 56 56
Average daily gain, lb. 0.98 2.1 1.5 0.83 1.47
Eight-week weight, lb. 150 212 165 132 159
Milk replacer intake, lb. 64 121 30 40 81
Starter intake, lb. 74 45 130 44 35
Gain:feed 0.40 0.70 0.49 0.44 0.50
Milk replacer cost, $ 54 121 25 31 73

$/lb. 0.84 1.00 0.83 0.78 0.90
Starter cost, $ 13 9 24 6.05 5.51

$/lb. 0.18 0.20 0.18 0.14 0.16
Total feed cost, $ 67 130 49 37.10 78.50
Feed cost per pound of gain, $ 1.20 1.12 0.63 1.20 1.30

1-9-06 pg 13.qxp  2/3/2006  2:54 PM  Page 1



Reprint2  Feedstuffs, January 9, 2006   

there, and they will not come back to
artificial insemination studs. Thus,
the selection of bulls is limited, and
few high-merit sires are offered. 

Weigel felt the best use is on virgin
heifers to reduce dystocia and for
greater fertility since sexed semen
has lower fertility. He thought the
effect would be reduced heifer prices
if more heifers are begotten with
sexed semen, greater lactation
length, more “do not breed” cows
and more cow culling.

Oral immunoglobulins
Jim Quigley gave a technical talk on

the role of oral immunoglobulins in
systemic and intestinal immunity of
neonatal calves.

In addressing colostrum replacers,
Quigley emphasized that they are not
useful unless they are administered
within the first 24 hours after birth.

The Bottom Line
With most attention devoted to
Holstein heifer calves, the
management and marketability of
Holstein steer calves has vacillated
and flown under the radar, but this
conference focused attention on a
variety of issues related to the topic.
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