
EMBERS of the American 
Dairy Science Association 
(ADSA) conduct a great deal of 
research with calves. What fol-

lows are a few snippets of some key work pre-
sented at the annual meeting in Denver, Colo.
Straw bedding interaction with calf starters 

Summary: The hypothesis was that simu-
lated straw bedding intake would be minor 

and that calves fed a texturized high-cereal 
grain starter (TEX) would have greater 
rumen papillae development than calves fed a 
fine-particle, pelleted, low-cereal grain starter 
(PEL). Male Holstein calves were fed TEX or 
PEL and long-stem wheat straw over a 56-day 
trial. Calves were fed a 27 percent crude pro-
tein (CP), 17 percent fat milk replacer at 1.45 
pounds DM daily, and weaned at 35 days. 
Calves were fed wheat straw, starter, and 
water ad libitum and housed in individual 
pens with geotextile fabric over rock as floor-
ing with no bedding. Calves were sacrificed on 
Day 56 for measurements of gastro intestinal 
tracts, rumen wall, and rumen papillae. 

Straw intake averaged 7 grams per calf daily 
or 0.8 percent of total intake and did not dif-
fer by starter type. Calves fed TEX had greater 
final BW and greater ADG than calves fed 
PEL. Empty stomach weight was greater for 
calves fed TEX. Intestine and digesta weights 
were lower; stomach and intestine plus digesta 
weights were lower for calves fed TEX versus 
PEL. Rumen papillae length was greater for 
calves fed TEX versus PEL. 

Comments: This may sound like a broken 
record to those who have read my Hoard’s col-

umns on the importance of feeding a texturized 
calf starter, but this study shows how much 
more rumen function is developed with such a 
starter versus a pelleted starter. And yet, I see 
more pelleted starters fed to calves in the U.S. 
and in other countries that I have visited, as 
well. Just stop sometime and observe how few of 
those calves are ruminating. 

Contact: Mark Hill, Provimi North Amer-
ica, Lewisburg, Ohio. Phone: (937) 962-7038; 
e-mail: mhill@akey.com

Grouping calves based on intake 
Summary: Individual feed intakes during 

the last 3 weeks of a 56-day period in hutches 
were measured in preweaned replacement 
Holstein calves in southern Idaho and classi-
fied into highest quartile and lowest quartile. 
Then 480 calves in groups of 20 were grouped 
into the following: 

• 20 randomly chosen (Control) 
• 20 with highest quartile (HH) 
• 20 with lowest quartile (LL) 
• 5 calves from lowest and 15 from highest 

quartiles (LHH) 
• 15 calves from the lowest and 5 from 

highest quartiles (LLH) 
• 10 calves from each highest and lowest 

quartiles (HL) 
Calves were then fed a TMR of 95 percent 

starter with 5 percent alfalfa hay. Intakes 
were measured for 4 weeks in the pens. Aver-
age intakes and daily gain were greatest in 
descending order: HH, HHL, HL, Control, LLH, 
and then LL with the exception of a switch 
between Control and LLH in daily gain versus 
intake. Similarly, variation in final body weight 
was lowest for HH and then rose in the follow-
ing order: LL, Control, LLH, HHL, and HL.  

Comments: The first grouping of calves post-
weaning is most critical. This study found that 
minimizing variation in that first grouping 
improved overall heifer performance and dimin-
ished variation. Thus, grouping according to 
intake performance may reduce variation.

Contact: Mireille Chahine, University of 

Idaho, Twin Falls. Phone: (208) 736-3609; 
e-mail: mchahine@uidaho.edu

Measuring calf feed preferences 
Summary: This study measured oro-senso-

rial preferences among common protein feed 
ingredients used to manufacture calf starters. 
A total of 15 assays involving 160 calves were 
conducted to rank calf oro-sensorial prefer-
ences for wheat distiller’s dried grains (DDG), 
corn gluten meal (CGM), peas, rapeseed meal 
(RSM), soybean meal (SBM), and sunflower 
meal (SFM). To minimize the effect of feed 
texture, all ingredients were ground at 3 mm. 

In each assay, 20 naive calves were offered a 
choice ad libitum of two ingredients, and feed 
consumption was monitored every 30 minutes 
for 6 hours. Each group of calves was used in 
two different assays which were conducted 3 
and 5 days after weaning. No calf was pre-
sented twice with the same ingredient. Oro-
sensorial preferences were calculated as the 
mean difference in feed consumption. The 
most preferred protein ingredients were soy-
bean meal and DDG, whereas CGM was the 
least preferred. Soybean meal was the most 
preferred ingredient in all assays, and con-
sumption was clearly greater than for the oth-
ers ingredients. On the other hand, CGM was 
the least preferred ingredient in all assays. 

Comments: Calves are baby animals, so they 
like consistency. Continually changing ingredi-
ent sources/levels or physical characteristics is 
too often done with calf starters. If sunflower 
meal is substituted for part or all of soybean 
meal, the color and taste/smell also change. 
And if ingredients change or decrease the pel-
let quality of a texturized calf starter, that can 
lead to fines. And calves do not like to eat fines. 

Contact: Ignacio R. Ipharraguerre, Lucta 
S.A, Barcelona, Spain. Phone: 34 938 458990; 
e-mail: Ignacio.Ipharraguerre@lucta.es

Postweaning feeding behavior 
Summary: A dataset from 8,549 heifers born 

between 2003 and 2006 including growth rates 
(from birth until first calving), age and body 
weight (BW) at insemination, and incidence of 
diarrhea and respiratory problems (RP) was 
used to evaluate cow longevity. 

All heifers were raised in a contract heifer 
operation (Rancho Las Nieves, Mallen, Spain) 
and returned to their herds of origin (133 
herds in total) before calving. At the time of 
analysis, 3,138 animals out of the 8,549 con-
sidered had left their herds. 

Age and BW (body weight) before first calv-
ing was 727±41.2 days and 1,456±96.4 pounds, 
respectively, with an overall average daily gain 
(ADG) between 10 days of life and first calving of 
1.92 ±0.26 pounds per day. Average longevity for 
the 3,138 heifers that had died was 1,395±407 
days, with 10.4 percent of total cullings (or 
deaths) occurring within the first 50 days in 
milk (DIM), and 30.9 percent of total cullings (or 
deaths) that did not complete the first lactation.

RPs were the most significant parameter 
affecting longevity. Heifers that never incurred 
an RP had an average longevity of 1,606±126 
days, and this number progressively (P < 0.001) 
fell to 1,511±129 days in those that had experi-
enced four or more RP. Heifers that completed 
the first lactation grew at a greater (P < 0.05) 
rate (1.93 pounds per day) and were bred with 
a greater (P < 0.05) BW (62.9±0.16 percent of 
calving BW) than those that never finished 
the first lactation (1.89 pounds per day and 
60.9±0.26 percent of calving BW, respectively).

Comments: Respiratory problems which often 
occur around or after weaning have ongoing 
negative effects and can impair animals for life.

Contact: Alex Bach, IRTA - Department 
of Ruminant Production, Torre Marimon, 
Spain. Phone: 34 94 865 1165; email: alex.
bach@irta.es
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We can do better  
with our calves
Texturized starters, postweaning calf groups, consistent calf feeds, and  
reducing respiratory problems all lead to more productive replacements.

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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