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Knowledge Transfer

Mid March to early April is the

highest risk time for calf health

problems. Numbers of young

calves on the farm are usually at

peak, putting facilities and work

time under pressure. Now is a good

time to review management and

hygiene around calf rearing on your

farm.

� Make sure calves have at least

1.8m2 floor area and 10m3 of

air space per head. Measure if

you are not sure. Having correct

space per calf reduces disease

risk. Maintain clean bedding.

� Avoid adding extra calves to

settled pens if short on space.

Provide some extra area (e.g.,

hutches, new shed area) or 

better still get some early-born

calves to grass.

� As calving slows down, do not

mix younger and older calves in

the same space. Pens must be

cleaned and disinfected and

allowed to dry before

introducing a second crop of

calves.

� Keep registrations up to date

and move out calves that are to

be sold as soon as possible. 

� Are later-born calves getting

enough colostrum? Double-

check that standards are

being met as well as at the

start of calving. Clean and

disinfect dump buckets, calf-

feeding bottles and other

equipment; these tend to

accumulate dirt over the 

busy period. 

� As the season moves on, dirty
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Replacement heifer calves weaned at a heavier

weight tend to maintain this advantage. This is

the conclusion of Emer Kennedy at Teagasc

Moorepark who carried out a trial (Table 1)

with 48 mixed-breed replacement heifer calves

in 2014. Heifers were fed up to six litres of milk

per day, ad lib meals, water and hay while

indoors. Heifers were turned out to grass at five

weeks of age and were weaned gradually over a

week at different weights.

Previous research shows that heavier replacement

heifers are more likely to become pregnant early

in the breeding season and produce more milk

over their first three lactations. This research

shows one way to achieve such heavier weights

for breeding. According to Emer: “Heifers weaned

at 100kg maintained at least a 15kg liveweight

advantage throughout the first summer at grass.

This weight gap was still there when they were

bred the following spring”.

Wean heifers later

In last month’s newsletter, we talked about

breakfast for grass – early nitrogen (N). Grass

requires phosphorus (P) for spring growth;

ryegrass requires P to survive. 

The level of P offtake in the form of milk is

increasing constantly on dairy farms. Soil P

levels nationally are poor, mostly Index 1 and

2 (very low and low P levels). 

Therefore, every dairy farmer should consider

spreading a high P compound fertiliser

during March/April. Products like 18:6:12 (2

calving pens become a major source for

cryptosporidium scour infection for newborn

calves. Clean and disinfect, or move to a

new calving area. 

Sick calves mean more work, more stress, poorer

welfare and lower lifetime performance. A few

checks in mid March can make a big difference to

the health of the calf crop.

Table 1: Growth rates of heifers on the Moorepark study.
Days old at weaning                                                                            60                      83                    95

Average daily gain (ADG) birth to weaning (kg)                                   0.55                   0.56                 0.70

Weight at weaning (kg)                                                                         60                      80                   100

Weight at 190 days (kg)                                                                       156                    162                  171

Lunch for grass

Heifers weaned at 100kg maintain an advantage.

Consider spreading a high P compound fertiliser.
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� January and early February have been

wetter than normal, with the result that

grazing is behind target on many dairy

farms.

� While the target for drier farms is to have

up to 65% of the farm grazed by mid-

March, a more realistic target in 2018 will

be 50% grazed.

� So the Teagasc message is to assess the area

grazed by March 1 and plan how to graze

up to half the available area by St Patrick’s

Day.

� In dry weather, graze the damper paddocks

with poorest access and higher covers. In

unsettled weather, graze the drier paddocks

with better access and lower covers.

� Assess the recovery on those paddocks grazed

during February in mid March and make a

plan for finishing the first round. It is likely

that the end of the first rotation will be

delayed by five to seven days this year.

� Finally, for farmers measuring farm covers, it is

critical that the average farm cover does not

fall below 500kg DM/ha during March.

bags/acre) should be spread on most dairy

farms over the next few weeks. 

The objective is to have half the P

requirement for the year applied by mid

April. On soils with very poor soil fertility

(Index 1 soils), 10:10:20 (2 bags/acre)

should be applied.

Ideally, slurry should be targeted at the low-

index silage paddocks/fields before or at

closing. 

Finally, the recent review of the Nitrates Action

Programme (NAP) has resulted in increased

allowances of P fertiliser for Index 1 and Index

2 soils for many dairy farms. But if you are to

avail of this additional P ‘build-up’ allowance

you need a new nutrient management plan

prepared, and submitted, to the Department of

Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM)

before April 20. Contact your Teagasc adviser

for further details.

Managing grass in March

Teagasc Ballyhaise Agricultural College, Co.

Cavan will open its college dairy unit to dairy

farmers and others in the dairy industry on

Thursday, April 5. 

Further details are available at www.teagasc.ie.

All welcome.

Date for your diary

Assess the area grazed on your farm by March 1.



For further information on any issues raised in this newsletter, or to access other
enterprise newsletters, please contact your local Teagasc adviser or see www.teagasc.ie. De
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A recent Teagasc survey has revealed that the
level of farm accidents has increased in recent
years. Accidents involving livestock (42% of
cases) or vehicles/machinery (25%) were the
most frequent and dairy farmers reported the
highest level of accidents. Almost all farm
accidents required medical treatment, with the
majority of accidents leading to time off work.
In fact, one-third of accidents required 30 days
or more off work. March is the busiest work
time on dairy farms. It is important that you
keep safety to the fore. You can ill afford to be
injured (or have one of those working on your
farm injured) and on the sidelines at this
critical time of the year.

+ HEALTH & SAFETY

With milk sampling, it is really a case of you grow

what you collect. Avoid wasting time, effort and

money by making sure that all milk samples are

collected in a sterile fashion, so the only bacteria

present are the ones you want to identify – those

that came out of the cow’s udder. Remember,

hygiene is key! Follow these steps for a sterile

sample:

� label a sterile sample bottle before sample

collection;

� put on disposable gloves;

� wash and dry the teats;

� completely disinfect the end of the teats to be

sampled, with a cotton ball and alcohol (or teat

wipes) – this step is critical;

� remove the cap from the sterile bottle and place

it upside down in a place not likely to be

contaminated;

� discard the first two to three squirts of milk –

collect the sample in the bottle, holding the

bottle at an angle at least 3-4cm from the end

of the teat; 

� 2-4ml of milk is sufficient; 

� replace the cap and secure it tightly; and, 

� keep the sample in a cool dry place until it can

be refrigerated, delivered or frozen.

Ensure all 
PTO guards
are in place.

Look after yourself and others

You grow what 
you collect!


