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W
eaning of  suckler 
calves usually 
takes place around 
the second week 
of  September in 

Kildalton College. The exact 
timing is usually determined 
by the following four fac-
tors and ideally targeting a 
period of  settled weather to 
avoid damaging the grass 
swards:

Age of the calves
John O’Connor from Kildal-
ton College said: “We have 
an average calving date of  21 
February, with a range from 
10 January to the first few 
days of  April. This means 
the average calf  has a seven-
month suckling period.”

If  the average calving 
date was later or the calv-
ing spread greater than 12 
weeks, this would result in a 
later weaning date. 

After seven months, the 
milk supply is reducing 
greatly anyway. This year, 
the bull and heifer calves 
grew at 1.25kg and 1.10kg/
day and weighed 320kg and 
305kg respectively.

Closing off paddocks for 
early spring grass 
By not leaving 
weaning any 
later, we can 
close up pad-
docks from 
early Octo-
ber, in line 
with the 

autumn 60:40 closing plan-
ner, so grass is available for 
the cows and calves in early 
February.

Grass supply
According to John: “In 
the past, we have weaned 
slightly earlier due to a very 
prolonged dry summer when 
grass supply and quality 
was negatively affected. This 
allowed us to prioritise the 
best-quality grass for the 
weaned calf.” 

However, in most years, 
this is not the sole deciding 
factor.

Cow body condition score
John and I find that the cows 
are mostly at a body condi-
tion score of  3.5 to 3.75 (scale 
0-5), so by weaning, we can 
use the cows to clean out 
paddocks and still be housed 
at a sufficient body condition 
score (3.25 to 3.5). 

We find there is no point 
giving the cows access to the 
best grass when they are at 
this level of  condition score 
and with relatively poor milk 
supply.

While these factors decide 
the timing of  weaning, the 
main preparation for wean-
ing is focused around trying 
to avoid stress in the stock. 
We have a three-pronged ap-
proach to this in the college 
herd:

 ÂNone of  the male calves 
destined for the 24-month 
steer system are castrated 
within one month pre- or 
post-weaning.

 ÂThe use of  forward 
creep grazing – by hav-
ing a paddock grazing 
system in place, the 
calves would typi-
cally have access to 
fresh grass ahead of  
the cows through a 
creep gate from four 

to six weeks prior to 
weaning.

 ÂThe final part of  the 
preparation for 

weaning is to 
build the 

calves 

Suckler cows in Kildalton grazing paddocks tight. These pad-
docks will be closed now and used for early grass. 

Bulls have been weaned since mid-September at Kildalton College.

up to 1.5kg to 2kg of  con-
centrate feed for four weeks 
prior to weaning. Initially, 
this is used as a method of  

getting them used to the 
creep gate. They will con-
tinue on this level of  meal 
feeding until housing.

Over the years, we have 
tried most of  the usual 
methods of  weaning, such as 
housing either the cows and 
or the calves, or moving one 
group of  them to different 
parts of  the farm. 

However, in most cases, it 
ended up being very stressful 
to both sets of  stock, so for 
the past number of  years we 
have simply closed the creep 
gate on the day of  weaning. 

At this point, the calves 
would be spending most of  

the day for the previous four 
weeks away from the cows, as 
the cow’s milk represents a 
very small proportion of  the 
calves’ diet.

We then change the rota-
tion direction of  the stock 
in the paddocks, so that they 
go from being next to each 
other to moving apart to a 
fresh paddock in different 
directions.

Weaned calves are split 
into male and female groups 
and get access to the best 
grass for a further two 
months (early November), 
while the cows are forced to 
clean out their paddocks ful-
ly, which helps dry off  milk 
production. Cows are usually 
housed by late October. 

This overall approach 
has been very successful in 
avoiding respiratory infec-
tions, stress and loss of  per-
formance in calves, as well 
as not having any cases of  
mastitis in the cows as they 
are settled before housing.

AuTumn 
wEAnlIng 
mAnAgEmEnT    
Peter lawrence reports on 
autumn suckler management  
at Kildalton College

weanling management – willie Treacy

Weaning in the spring herd 
has commenced on Willie 
Treacy’s farm in Co Louth. So 
far, the strongest bulls have 
been weaned in a gradual 
fashion. 

Willie has separated the 
mothers of these calves from 
the rest of the herd in an ad-
joining paddock. This process 
will continue over the coming 
weeks until all are weaned. 
The dry weather has allowed 
him to do this outside this 
year, which has been a major 
benefit. 

The dry cows are being 
restricted on grass and are 
being supplemented with 
straw in a feed trailer. In 
previous years, housing would 
have taken place at weaning 
due to wetter conditions. The 
weaned calves and dry cows 
are kept close 
together to 
avoid issues 
with cattle 
wandering. 

Willie 
said that 
often at 
weaning, 
the cow or 
the calf 
can slip 
out 

under electric wires in search 
of its mother or calf. Keeping 
them close together means 
that if this happens, there is 
less chance of cattle breaking 
out. 

The calves were vaccinated 
against the main causes of 
pneumonia in advance of 
weaning, and regular worming 
has meant that their lungs 
are healthy. 

The bulls have been sup-
plemented with concentrates 
for the past two weeks. Willie 
estimates that they are 
eating about 1.5kg to 2kg of 
ration per day. 

Creep feeding will continue 
until housing, which generally 
takes place towards the end 
of November. 

Cows will be housed de-
pending on ground conditions 
and grass supply in late Octo-
ber or early November. 

Willie currently has about 
20 days grazing ahead of 
stock. His stocking rate 
is high, but 30 bulls and 
38 heifers are currently 
housed for finishing, which 
has reduced grass demand. 

The plan is to slaughter 
the heifers in No-

vember, while the 
bulls will be for 
the Christmas 

trade.

It ended up 
being very stressful 
to both sets of stock

John 
O’Connor, 
Kildalton 
College


