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The Subtropical Dairy Southern Darling Downs dairy discussion group visited the Gatton Research Dairy (GRD) on the 24th 
November to tour the calf housing facility on the University of Queensland (UQ) campus. The group had shown an interest in 
building and setting up sustainable, functional calf housing systems and were keen to discuss ideas and challenges with the 
dairy team and Department of Agriculture and Fisheries (DAF) staff at GRD. For those farmers considering building a new housing 
system, the investment is significant, so researching existing systems operating in the subtropical region is an essential part of the 
planning and design process.

David Barber, Mark Bauer and Pat Bourke, all from the C4Milk 
DAF team, and Stephen Duncan, UQ Dairy Manager, joined the 
group to discuss calf housing at Gatton. The Gatton dairy calf 
shed has been operational for eight years and now houses more 
than double the number of calves it was originally planned for. 
When the shed was originally designed, the UQ dairy was milking 
approximately 250 cows with bull calves being sold at five days 
old. A number of changes have occurred to the milking herd, 
and the shed since it was commissioned and it is now required 
to house 380-400 calves a year, with both heifer and bull calves 
being reared as part of the dairy program. Doubling the number 
of animals moving through the system created issues regarding 
calf health and management, which needed to be resolved. 

Calves are hand fed and penned individually for the first 7 to 10 
days at Gatton, then grouped into larger pens with auto feeders. 
At 8 to 9 weeks old they are moved out into the paddock. 
There are 24 individual pens in the shed. Calves are collected 
twice a day and fed three litres of quality-checked colostrum. 
Colostrum is stored in the fridge with a preservative to ensure 
there is always an adequate amount on-hand. This also removes 

any issues regarding freezing and thawing. This is particularly 
important as there may be different staff involved in the calf 
management. Calves have their navels sterilised and are tagged 
as they are penned. They are fed fresh milk for the first 7 to 10 
days and are gradually converted over to milk powder once they 
are grouped onto the auto-feeders. These four group pens range 
in size from 30 to 40 m2. Calves have access to ad lib mash, 
cereal straw and fresh water from day 2. There are four pens in 
the shed for groups on auto-feeders which hold 20 to 25 calves 
each and these groups also have access to outside areas. 

The Gatton dairy team have trialled a few different types of 
bedding in the shed: straw; woodchip; tree mulch and sawdust. 
Straw and sawdust caused problems to the shed’s drainage 
system while sawdust could be eaten by the calves causing 
rumen compaction. Given these problems, woodchip or tree 
mulch are the preferred options. Pens are set up with bedding 
to a depth of approximately 100mm. The bedding is topped up 
periodically depending on weather conditions, particularly during 
periods of high humidity.
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The shed was designed to have a concrete 
floor with central drainage and block walls to 
1.2m. The corrugated iron wall above the block 
wall is offset at the shorter ends of the shed 
to allow for greater air flow and to move the 
air up rather than directly over the calves. An 
automated curtain on the southern wall allows 
for even greater climate control. Insulated 
corrugated panels were used on the roof of the 
shed and fans also offer further air circulation. 
Walls between each of the individual pens 
were specially designed to be light-weight and 
removable which gives greater flexibility in 
the shed design and also allows for thorough 
cleaning. Individual pens have dimensions 
of 2.2 m2. The floor is concrete but has been 
scarified since construction to improve calf 
traction. The spoon drain runs through the 
centre of the shed and drains into a sump. In 
hindsight, a second drain between the rows 
of individual calf pens would have enabled 
more efficient cleaning, as water runs through 
the second row of pens to fall into the shed’s 
central drain. 

The dairy team have developed a set of 
Standard Operating Procedures (SOP’s) for calf 
and shed management at the facility. These 
ensure that all staff are aware of the correct 
procedures to follow regarding calf rearing and 
health, shed management, maintenance and 
hygiene. 

The Southern Darling Downs dairy discussion 
group members have a range of calf rearing 
facilities on their farms ranging from individual 
hutches to sheds and crates. UQ Dairy 
Manager Stephen Duncan summed up the 
discussion on the day “No matter what calf 
rearing infrastructure you have on your farm, 
you still need good management and attention 
to detail to rear healthy, productive calves”. 

“No matter what calf rearing infrastructure you have on your farm, 
you still need good management and attention to detail to rear 
healthy, productive calves”. 
Stephen Duncan, UQ Dairy Manager

For more information on Calf Housing Systems and Infrastructure visit the Dairy 
Australia website www.dairyaustralia.com.au/subtropical-dairy/animal-management-

and-milk-quality/calf-rearing/calf-housing

There are 24 individual pens in the shed. Walls between each of the pens were specially designed to 
be light-weight and removable which gives greater flexibility in the shed design and also allows for 
thorough cleaning. Calves are on woodchip or tree mulch bedding approx. 100mm deep, which is 
topped up as required. Pens are cleaned and disinfected between calves.

There are 4 pens in the shed for groups on auto-feeders, 
for both milk and grain, which hold 20-25 calves each 
and these groups of animals also have access to 
outside areas. 
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