
 

     Notes 
Teagasc Notes for the week ending Friday January 26th 2018 

 

Labour efficient calving and calf management 
The large attendance at a recent Teagasc/AHI/Glanbia calf care event on the farm of Fergal and 
Kenneth O’Brien, Grange, Co. Waterford saw excellent calf rearing facilities and were updated on the 
key practices for a successful, labour efficient calf rearing season. 
The facilities 
Prepare an adequate calving area. A 100 cow herd with 90% six week calving rate will have a 
median calving date 15/16 days after the start of calving. This is 50 calvings in 15 days, which 
equates to an average of four calvings / day. The number of spaces required is then determined by 
how frequently cows are drafted out and how long they spend in the calving area. The recommended 
area available for cows in calving areas is 10m2/head (both lying and feeding area). An allowance of 
15 places is the minimum recommended for such a calving profile or the equivalent of 150 m2 for the 
100 cow herd. 
Group calving pens are useful for larger herds: 
- They are easier for feeding and cleaning out. 
- Can draft out every 2/3 days rather than daily. 
- They still require some individual pens and a restraining area. 
- If these calving areas are used as winter accommodation, they need to be cleaned and disinfected 
in advance of calving. 
• Camera - has its advantages and disadvantages. It can interfere with a night’s sleep. 
• Night watch person - for large herds this is an option. Farmer/employee could be the night 
watchperson, may be easier to get relief worker for the day shift. Also, a night calver could be shared 
between two farms. 
• Each calving area / pen should be serviced with restraining facilities. 
• Having an efficient farm layout is becoming more and more crucial as herd size increases and 
calving becomes more compact.  
Supervision / colostrum 
• It is easier to supervise calving with a reduced rate of night time calving. Once calves are born, they 
should be removed from the calving area and the navel disinfected immediately. The calf should be 
fed 3 litres of its own dam’s colostrum as soon as possible and tagged. Teat feeding is recommended 
because it helps to train the calf to artificial teats for the second and subsequent feeds. 
• Night time feeding of cows is recommended as it reduces the rate of night time calving (from 
approximately 25% to 15%). This needs to begin approximately 3 weeks before the cows are due. In 
a compactly calved herd half the herd will commence night-time feeding from early January and while 
cows are housed in the calving area prior to calving. 
Practical guidelines 
• Need adequate silage feeding space (0.6 metres per cow) 
• Put silage at feed barrier during the day (avoids machinery work at night). Use fence wire to keep 
cows back from this silage, lift fence at designated time in the evening. Alternatively, have a feed 
barrier in the group pen which is lockable 
The calf 
Once a day feeding (OAD) before calves are four weeks old can create health concerns by 
overloading the abomasum. In a Moorepark experiment, calves fed 15% of their birth weight (6 litres) 
in milk replacer from 4 weeks of age, either once daily or in two equally divided feeds, did not have 
an increased likelihood of developing diarrhoea. 
No differences in calf performance or health were observed between calves fed once or twice a day. 
This provides valuable information to farmers as it means labour input per calf may be reduced by 
utilizing a once a day feeding regime in the knowledge that it has no unfavourable repercussions on 
the growth and health of calves. However, if feeding milk once a day calves still need to be checked 
thoroughly twice a day. Overall 36% savings in total calf care time could be achieved if calves were 
fed milk once daily. 



In a survey of 1,000 farmers participating in discussion groups, only 27% are practicing OAD feeding 
of calves. Average turnout date of calves in groups is April 11th. There is potential to reduce the 
labour associated with calf rearing by adopting OAD feeding and earlier turnout to grass. 
Experiments at Moorepark determined that calves turned out at 4-5 weeks old could be reared 
without compromising weight gain and vitality compared to calves reared indoors during the milk 
feeding period. However, it was deemed necessary to provide overhead shelter from wind and rain 
for all calves outdoors. Three housing systems were compared at Moorepark: 
i) indoors in conventional housing 
ii) outdoors with low cost roofed shelters 
iii) outdoors with straw bale shelters in a cross or ‘X’ shape. 
Calves went to grass at approximately 3 weeks old – if however, calves became ill or were showing 
signs of ill-thrift outdoors they were brought back in and treated, they were returned outdoors post 
recovery. Daily weight gain from birth to weaning was higher for the group of calves reared outdoors 
(0.54 kg/calf/day) compared to those reared indoors (0.48 kg/calf/day). Interestingly, it was clear from 
this experiment that pre-weaning treatment affected post-weaning weight gain: weight of the outdoor 
reared calves tended to be higher (+9 kg) 72 days after mean weaning date. 
Practical guidelines for outdoor rearing: 
• Use a sheltered paddock near farmyard. 
• Field must be dry. 
• Turnout calves on dry, preferably sunny days. 
• Provide a temporary shelter, ideally portable. E.g. pallets with a simple roof, straw bales or a 
purpose built shelter. 
• Have a suitable method of feeding calves and transporting feed to the paddock. 
• Provide a trough for concentrate and fresh water at all times. 
• Try not to use the same field each year to minimise parasite build-up. 
• Ideally give calves a new section of grass every 4/5 days – preferably grass covers less than 900 kg 
DM/ha. 
• Create a second group for younger calves to ensure they get sufficient milk and there is no mixing 
of young and old calves. 
 

Important Event 
Teagasc PastureBase Ireland Meeting 
A Teagasc PastureBase Ireland meeting will take place in the Park Hotel, Dungarvan on Thursday 
January 25th at 11.00am. PastureBase Ireland and Agrinet Grass have joined forces and will operate 
under the PastureBase Ireland banner into the future. This meeting will explain the implications for 
anyone currently using Agrinet and will also provide information and assistance to anyone using 
PastureBase or wishing to use it in 2018. PastureBase is available free of charge to all users. All are 
welcome. 
 

 

 


