
Prepare the calving and calf-rearing areas well in 

advance of the start of calving. Cleaning out 

such houses now allows them time to dry out 

and this helps to break any carry over of 

infection from one year to the next. Make sure 

that handling gates are working properly – 

there’s still time to repair them if necessary.  

One of the unforeseen consequences of using 

higher fertility sub-index AI sires is shorter 

gestation lengths. Some cows are now calving at 

around the 270-day mark, instead of the more 

traditional 280 days. It makes a big difference. 

Many farmers have been ‘caught on the hop’ 

with the arrival of such early born calves. Here’s 

a checklist of the tools of the calving trade that 

need to be readied before calving starts: 

n calving jack – including a pair of foot ropes 

(hopefully it won’t get much use) in proper 

working order; 

n iodine navel disinfectant – you’ll need around 

10-15ml per navel; 

n stomach tube – check that the bag is not 

leaking and the tube itself isn’t chewed, as 

this can cause oesophageal damage; 

n hydrated lime – ensure that your supply is 

adequate to disinfect the calving areas after 

calves have been removed; and, 

n teats – make sure that the calf feeder teats 

aren’t perished – order spares now if they 

are. 

A range of CalfCare leaflets are available on the 

Animal Health Ireland (AHI) website and they’re 

well worth reading between now and the start 

of calving.  

We’ll be running a series of CalfCare events in 

December and January in conjunction with AHI, 

which are sponsored by Volac and supported by 

the co-ops. They’re worth attending and a useful 

refresher before calving begins in earnest. You 

will find a list of the upcoming events on the 

Teagasc and Irish Cattle Breeding Federation 

(ICBF) websites. 
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Prevention is 
better than cure 
Keeping calves healthy will make the spring 

easier, as treating sick calves devours time. 

Healthy calves grow better, hit their target 

weights, milk more or finish faster. Vaccines that 

reduce sickness in calves include those that 

protect against calf scours (the greatest cause of 

death in calves <1 month old) and pneumonia 

(greatest cause of death in cattle >1 month old). 

If scour vaccines are used on the farm, give to 

the cow in advance of calving and follow 

manufacturer’s guidelines to ensure sufficient 

antibody levels in colostrum and transition milk. 

1. Scour 
4High-quality clean colostrum given as 

soon as possible after birth is a critical 

part of rearing healthy calves. Colostrum 

quality can be increased by vaccinating 

cows with scour vaccines before calving 

to encourage antibody production against 

rotavirus, corona virus and e-coli. This 

should be administered to cows from 12 

weeks to three weeks before calving 

(always follow manufacturer’s guidelines). 

4Cryptosporidium causes acute scour in 

calves from approximately seven days of 

age. A product is available to prevent 

crypto scours but has to be administered 

orally for seven days from one to two 

days of age and is time consuming.  

4Aggressive washing of calving and calf-

rearing facilities should be undertaken. 

Steam cleaning should be considered, as 

crypto is extremely resilient. Proven 

disinfection products such as Cyclix or 

Kenocox should be used following 

washing and prior to start of calving to 

reduce infection pressure associated with 

crypto. 

2. Pneumonia 
4Pneumonia vaccinations are administered 

to newborn calves from one week of age 

and provide protection against 

pneumonia caused by the RSV and PI3 

viruses for a minimum of 12 weeks, which 

will cover calves beyond weaning and set 

them up to perform to their full potential.  

Talk to your vet about a tailored vaccination 

programme for your farm in advance of the 

spring 2020 calving season. Record all vaccines 

given to animals e.g. date, animal number, type 

of vaccine used. Vaccines should always be 

stored in a fridge between 2˚C and 8˚C.

The housing conditions for dry cows and in-calf heifers can 

influence the incidence of new mastitis infections next spring. 

Reduce the risk of mastitis by making sure housing is clean, 

dry and comfortable: 

1    Cleaner houses = cleaner udders = less bacteria at the teat ends. 

2    Dry housing makes it harder for bacteria to grow. 

3    Comfortable cubicles = cows will use them more = cleaner udders and teats. 

For more information, see ‘CellCheck Farm Guidelines 1 and 16’, and ‘Management Note L’ 
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Good housing means happy, healthy cows!
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Plan for  
the peak 
 

Young calves need correct feeding, a dry bed, 

clean air and draught-free conditions to be 

healthy. The challenge for spring is to have 

enough quality housing space per calf to cope 

with peak numbers in the early to mid-March 

period. 

Calving pattern and age at sale may affect peak 

calf numbers. Table 1 shows estimated calves 

on hand at peak for four combinations of 

calving rate and age at sale (assuming 34 dairy 

heifer calves are retained). Where beef calves are 

sold at two weeks old, compactness of calving 

has only a minor effect on peak space needed, 

as beef calves are moving out of the system 

before numbers get a chance to build.  

Older age at sale increases space requirement at 

either calving rate however. Where calving rates 

are good at 85%, an additional requirement of 

33m2 per 100 cows is needed if beef calves are 

held for two weeks longer. While significant, in 

practical terms this equates to about five 

additional standard group hutches, or perhaps 

two standard 

slatted shed bays 

used as 

temporary 

accommodation. 

Early turnout of 

replacement 

heifer calves helps 

to reduce overall 

labour, but it may 

not solve a peak 

space issue, because numbers will be at 

maximum before turnout is possible in many 

cases.  

Every effort should be made for next spring to 

sell beef calves in good time. This is particularly 

important with the earlier-born calves, as these 

have a big effect on peak numbers. 

Nonetheless, a contingency plan should be put 

in place to have good quality extra 

accommodation available if required. In most 

situations, cost-effective solutions are very 

workable if planned beforehand. This is a much 

better option than compromising on space 

requirements per calf, or indeed changing from 

a compact calving pattern. For some farms, calf 

accommodation has not kept pace with growth 

in herd size in recent years. This should be 

addressed as part of a longer-term plan. 

Teagasc has developed a simple programme to 

help clients calculate calf space requirements for 

their specific circumstances. This will help you to 

plan for next spring and for future development. 

Your local adviser is available to help. 

Finally, check that you have adequate straw 

supplies on hand. One standard 4x4 round bale 

of barley straw is adequate to rear one calf to 

eight to ten weeks of age (150kg of straw or 12 

small square bales).
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Table 1: Effect of calving rate and age at sale on  
peak calf numbers for a 100-cow herd. 

 
Six-week                      Age at sale                     Peak                       Space  
calving rate                of beef calves                   calves                required (m2) 
 

70%                              Two weeks                        47                            80 

70%                         Four to five weeks                   58                           100 

85%                              Two weeks                        50                            85 

85%                         Four to five weeks                   69                           118 
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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.
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Ventilation in calf sheds 

Good ventilation takes away moisture, dust, 

ammonia, bugs and excess heat (if relevant). It 

also kills harmful organisms living in the air; 

viruses, for example, will survive for a shorter 

time in fresh air than in stale air. Dust and 

ammonia irritate the respiratory tract and make 

the animal more vulnerable to respiratory 

disease. 

1. Natural ventilation is used in the vast 

majority of calf houses. This works in two 

ways: 

4‘stack effect’: this occurs where warm air 

rises and leaves the building through an 

opening in the ridge and it is replaced by 

cooler, fresher air. The recommended roof 

slope of 15 to 22 degrees is a major help 

to the stack effect; and, 

4‘wind effect’: in this case wind drives fresh 

air through the building. 

 

Natural ventilation works best when the calf 

house is positioned at right angles to the 

prevailing wind and the building is not 

excessively wide (ideally <12 metres) or 

excessively high (3.35 to 4 metres at the eaves 

is recommended). 

Air inlets can be provided by ‘yorkshire 

boarding’ or vented sheeting. Yorkshire 

boarding has two staggered lines of vertical 

timber so it reduces air speed, water entry and 

the likelihood of draughts. 

 

2. With mechanical ventilation, ventilation fans 

draw fresh air from outside the building and 

blow it through a plastic duct with 

numerous small outlets along the length. 

This system supplements or substitutes for 

inadequate inlets, but it is essential that 

outlets are adequate.

HEALTH & SAFETY

Fire can be a source of tragedy, 

particularly in winter. A recent 

Health Research Board (HRB) 

study shows that farmers and 

agricultural workers account for 

20% of national fire deaths. It 

also shows that almost all fires 

occurred in private dwellings. 

Contributory factors include smoking, 

high alcohol consumption, plugged-in 

or faulty electrical devices, open fires, 

and frying or chip pans. A small 

number of fires are linked to burning 

candles. Give fire safety your 

attention. Fire safety advice is available 

at http://firesafetyweek.ie/.

Prevent fire deaths
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