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Undertaking good calf management 
on dairy farms is critical. The way that 
all calves on dairy farms are cared for 
can have long lasting effects, not just 
at the farm level, but throughout the 
industry. Issues such as animal welfare 
and food safety can have significant 
consequences to the reputation of 
the Australian dairy industry, both 
domestically and internationally. Given 
this important background, two online 
discussion sessions were held focusing 
on the key principles of calf rearing. 

Dr Justin Schooth from Gympie 
Veterinary Services facilitated these 
discussions. The information and 
knowledge shared was focused on 
the key principles and learnings from 
the 'Rearing Healthy Calves' on-farm 
workshops. These online sessions 
offered the opportunity to cover all 
areas of management regarding rearing 
productive calves including topics 
and questions around pre-calving cow 
care, calf housing, identification and 
traceability, nutrition, disease prevention, 

health care and weaning management.

Popular topics of discussion during the 
two sessions included:

• Bedding options for newborn and 
young calves, such as sawdust and 
wood shavings;

• Disinfecting and preparing calf pens 
for new groups of calves;

• Colostrum feeding – quickly, quantity 
and quality.;

• Calf health issues and calf nutrition – 
newborn through to weaning.

A summary of some of the calf-rearing 
wisdom from Justin Schooth and session 
participants…

Bedding options for newborn and 
young calves

Calves should be reared in clean and 
comfortable conditions and require 
protection from wind, rain and heat. 
Provision of clean, dry bedding is critical 
because it helps regulate a calves body 

temperature. Common options for calf 
bedding include straw, wood shavings, 
sawdust or wood chips. The choice of 
bedding material will depend on the 
farms location and the availability of 
bedding materials. Straw and wood 
shavings appear to be favourable bedding 
options in the Subtropical Dairy region. 
Sawdust is also fine, as long as it is 
coarse, as fine sawdust can result in 
respiratory problems in calves and tends 
to stay wet. Sand is often considered but 
should be avoided as it tends to get wet 
and stays cold. It can also accumulate in 
the stomach of calves. Bedding should 
be a minimum depth of 15cm to allow 
calves to nestle into it for warmth and be 
maintained in a clean, dry condition. 

Calf coats can be an option for keeping 
younger calves warm.

As calves grow and are moved into 
group pens, some farms are using 
rubber matting over concrete floors to 
assist with cleaning and maintaining a 
comfortable environment for calves. 
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Innovation Day 2018 – matting over concrete in calf 
grower pens helps maintain a clean and comfortable 
and easily maintained environment for calves.
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Disinfecting and preparing calf pens 
for new groups of calves

Maintaining a clean environment 
throughout the calf rearing period and 
between batches of calves can have a 
huge impact on the incidence of disease 
and will ultimately result in better growth 
rates for animals. Calf pens should be 
cleaned and maintained regularly, with 
bedding freshened and topped up. For 
older calves on concrete or matting floors, 
hosing out is common. Remember to 
keep calves dry and avoid spraying dirt 
and manure around or onto animals 
to minimise contact with potential 
pathogens.

Rotated pens can be sterilised with 
bleach or chlorine products, but should 
be cleaned first to remove any obvious 
manure or organic matter. Pressure 
cleaning is ideal. Regardless of the choice 
of disinfectant product used, contact time 
is crucial to ensure that the disinfection is 
effective. For most products, 30 minutes 
is preferred.

In most cases, sterilising dirt on the floors 
of calf pens is ineffective. There is one 
product which is now on the market and 
can be used for dirt floors called Stanislan.

If rubber matting is used in calf pens, 
ensure that it is cleaned and sanitised 
thoroughly and turn it over regularly to 
remove any opportunity for pathogens to 
harbour underneath it.

Colostrum feeding – quickly, 
quantity and quality

Colostrum is the first mammary secretion 
produced by the cow after calving and 
provides maternal antibodies for the 
newborn calf that help it fight disease. 
A calf that does not receive adequate 
colostrum has a higher risk of illness 
until it develops antibodies of its own at 
around 6 weeks of age. There are four 
Q’s in colostrum management – Quality, 
Quickly, Quantity and sQueaky clean.

High quality colostrum has a higher 
antibody concentration and is more 
effective at protecting the calf from 
pathogens. The protective capacity or the 
quality of colostrum starts to decline soon 
after calving. Colostrum collected straight 
after birth will maintain its quality if stored 
correctly in the fridge or freezer. There are 

a number of factors that can influence 
the quality of a cow’s colostrum including 
length of the dry period and/or transition 
management, delay to first milking, age 
of the cow, breed, health of the cow and 
early calvings.

Colostrum quality can be easily tested 
with a Brix refractometer. These tools are 
inexpensive and readily available on-line. 
A single drop of colostrum can be used 
to give a result and takes the guess work 
out of deciding which colostrum to store 
for future use or whether to supplement a 
calf with higher quality colostrum. A Brix 
score of 22% is the cut off for detecting 
good quality colostrum and indicates 
an antibody reading of above 50mg/ml. 
Reserve your best quality colostrum for 
calves in their first 24 hours and feed 
poorer quality colostrum to older calves.

Getting high quality colostrum into 
calves quickly is essential as calves can 
only absorb these antibodies for a short 
time. At birth absorption is at it’s highest. 
Within six hours absorption rates drop by 
30-50%. After 24 to 36 hours after birth no 
more antibodies from colostrum can be 
absorbed by the calf’s gut. 

Leaving calves to suck from the cow is 
no guarantee of transfer of immunity. 
Many farmers now choose to tube feed 
their calf’s colostrum to ensure adequate 
protection. 

The quantity of colostrum each calf 
needs to achieve good antibody 
protection depends on a number of 
factors. Knowing the quality of the 
colostrum on hand can assist with 
deciding how much to feed. Four litres of 
good quality colostrum (i.e. greater than 
22% Brix) should be fed over two feeds 
(two by two litre feeds) within 12 hours 

of birth. Feeding rates for poorer quality 
colostrum (<22% Brix) are higher: two by 
three litre feeds within 12 hours of birth. 
An additional feed of two litres of good 
quality colostrum within the next 12 hours 
is also beneficial.

Exceptional hygiene is important to 
maintain sQueaky clean, high quality 
colostrum and to minimise bacterial 
contamination. Bacteria in colostrum can 
double in number every 20 minutes if left 
unrefrigerated so maintaining equipment 
in hygienic condition and minimising 
contamination during collection are very 
important. Freeze collected colostrum as 
soon as possible.

Remember that the process of thawing 
frozen colostrum is crucial to maintaining 
its quality. Snap lock bags provide a good 
way to store colostrum in a flat-pack that 
is easily thawed. Remember to double 
bag to avoid leaks and losses during 
thawing. There are some commercial 
colostrum storage options available that 
also use preservatives to ensure quality is 
maintained.

The recording of the ‘Caring for Calves’ 
webinar can be viewed through the 
following link – bit.ly/2M9SKjO 

There are many resources available 
to assist dairy farmers with caring for 
calves. Dairy Australia has a range of 
resources on their website including the 
Rearing Healthy Calves manual and a 
number of factsheets www.dairyaustralia.
com.au/farm/animal-management/
animal-welfare/calf-welfare

The recording and list of post-workshop 
resources are also available through 
links in our Subtropical Dairy Weekly 
eNews which is emailed to farmers every 
Thursday. 
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