Common calf nutrition misconceptions

Research commissioned by Trouw Nutrition GB

in 2022 showed that 65% of dairy farmers were
feeding 6 lifres or less milk replacer per calf per day.
These lower milk infakes became normal practice
pased on a variety of different assumptions and
misconceptions. However, a better understanding
of calf physiology coupled with the development
of higher quality milk replacers means we can now
get back to feeding closer to nafural volumes. This
notf only improves animal health, performance and
lifespan, it also gives the farmer a better financial
refurn and improves environmental sustainability.

Here we explore the common misconcepfions that
have contributed fo a lack of confidence among
farmers to feed unrestricted milk volumes.

Reducing milk intake pre-weaning
encourages calves to eat more solid food

Sometimes farmers worry they have fo make a
choice between focusing on feeding milk volumes or
focusing on feeding starter volumes, but the fact is we
need to do both. Nature designed calves to obtain
their entire nutrient requirement through milk at the
start of life as they are unable to process solid feed
until their rumen has developed enough. By feeding
elevated levels of milk (as nature intended) in the

first 6 10 8 weeks the digestive tract develops more
rapidly and calves have been shown to be able to
consume higher volumes of solid feed post-weaning
provided that the weaning process is carefully
managed. (See our practical guide to feeding calves
for more details.)

What is the abomasum

At birth, the calf’s digestive system is
underdeveloped and for the first 2 weeks the
animal is monogastric (single-stomached). Nutrients
are digested in the abomasum during this time,
bypassing the rumen by the esophageal groove.
As the animal matures the rumen gradually takes
over as the main stomach chamber.
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Milk will overflow the abomasum
into the rumen causing pain and discomfort

It furns out that the abomasum can significantly
expand to match milk intake. One study showed that
3-week-old calves voluntarily consumed almost 7L of
milk in just one meal without milk entering the rumen
or any indications of abdominal pain or discomfort.
This confirms what we see in practise that calves can
easily consume af least 8 or 10 litres split over 2 or
more feeds per day (or when fed ad lib).

Feeding calf milk replacer at higher
volumes will cause scour and bloat

Itis frue that not all calf milk replacers are formulated
to be safe fo be fed at naturally high levels. However,
choosing a LifeStart endorsed Energized Calf Milk
you can have the confidence that it has been
formulated with quality ingredients and lower
osmolality to be safe to feed af >8L per day:. It will
also give the elevated energy infakes to maximise
organ and immune system development for growth,
health, productivity and longevity.

Osmolality — what is it and why does
it matter?

Osmolality measures the concentrations
particles dissolved in a solution. It is also an
indicator of lactose levels in a calf milk replacer.

Whole milk has an
osmolality of around
330 mOsm/kg. Many calf
milk replacers have an
osmolality that is much
higher, which means that
lactose levels are also at
a level that can damage
gut integrity and put the
calf at higher risk of bloat
and diarrhoea.

Feeding 6L or less milk per day
makes economic sense

Yes, it saves the money you didn't invest in the first
few weeks of life, however it will restrict the animal’s
health and performance with potential lifelong
impacts. On average this cosfs much more in health
issues and lost revenues from cows not reaching their
full milk yield potential.
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Feeding more milk can lead to
insulin resistance

It has previously been thought that feeding too
much milk to calves will lead to insulin resistance and
animals will be unable to control blood sugar levels.
However, we now know that calves fed higher
amounts of milk from birth are able to control blood
glucose concentration. Research has shown that
calves are able to slow down the rate of abomasal
emptying to confrol blood glucose when fed larger
meals. The key is to programme them to consume
unrestricted levels from the first week of life as nature
infended.

Milk yields can be reduced by
calves putting excess fat on mammary
glands preweaning

Evidence from the LifeStart Programme shows clearly
that calves fed higher levels of milk replacer produce
more milk in the first lactation. Whilst increased fat
deposition in the mammary glands of postweaning
heifers has been negdatfively associated with

milk production there is currently no evidence fo
suggest that far deposition in the mammary glands
of preweaning calves has adverse effects on
subsequent milk production.

Time to rethink calf feeding

It is normal for calves to drink no
more than 6L / day

It feels normal because, with the pest intentions, we
have often limited infakes thinking we were doing
the best for the animals in our care. However, mother
nature designed calves fo consume unrestricted
volumes of milk. They are programmed fo drink

and have a sfrong suckling reflex. We now know
that this is because the first few weeks of a calf’s life
are key for organ development, immune system
development and gut development, which will
impact the animal for its entire lifespan. It furns out that
if we reverse this mindset not only do we improve
calf wellbeing but we can also unlock the ability of
the animal fo reach its full genetic potential.

5 signs your calves are hungry
Naval sucking

Bar / gate sucking (increased risk of germ
exposure)

Yocalisafion
Lower growth rates
Increased incidence of health challenges

Traditional beliefs about restricting calves to 2L of milk or replacer per meal to prevent the possibility of
ruminal overflow are not correct and calves can be fed significantly more.

Trouw Nufrition’s LifeStart Programme demonstfrates that the benefits of higher rates of calf milk intakes lead
fo improved health and lifetime performance. The science confirms thaf we can provide more milk fo our
calves, although feeding higher levels requires a high quality milk replacer or whole milk. Our frials and on
farm practice also demonstrate that these higher rates of feeding can e achieved even if only feeding

twice a day.

It’s time to rethink our calf feeding strategy!

References:

Leal, L. N., J. Doelman, B. R. Keppler, M. A. Steele, and J. Martin-Tereso. 2021. Preweaning nutrient supply alfers serum metabolomics profiles related to protein and energy metabolism

and hepatic function in Holstein heifer calves. J. Dairy Sci. 104:7711-7724.

Lecorps, B., R.E. Woodroffe, MA.G. Von Keyserlingk, and D.M. Weary. 2023. Hunger affects cognitive performance of dairy calves. Biol. Lett. 19. doi10.1098/RSBL.2022.0475.

MacPherson, J. A. R, H. Berends, L. N. Leal, J. P. Cant, J. Martin-Tereso, and M. A. Steele. 2016. Effect of plane of milk replacer infake and age on glucose and insulin kinefics and abomasal
emptying in female Holstein Friesian dairy calves fed twice daily. J. Dairy Sci. 99:8007-8017.

Ollivett, T. L, D. V. Nydam, T. C. Linden, D. D. Bowman, and M. E. Van Amburgh. 2012. Effect of nutrifional plane on health and performance in dairy calves affer experimental infection with
Cryptosporidium parvum. J. Am. Vet. Med. Assoc. 241(11):1514-1520. https.//doi.org/10.2460/javma.241.11.1514.

Sejrsen, K., and S. Purup. 1997. Influence of prepubertal feeding level on milk yield potential of dairy heifers: A review. J. Anim. Sci. 75:828-835. hitps.//doi.org/10.2527/1997.753828x.
A high milk inftake prevents hunger related behaviours: Jensen and Holm, 2003; De Paula Vieira et al., 2008.

A high milk infake leads fo improved health: Heinrichs and Heinrich, 2011; Soberon ef al., 2012.

Weaning management: Wellboren et al., 2019; Steele et al., 2017; Eckert et al., 2015; Meale et al., 2015.

Insulin resistance: MacPherson et al., 2016.

frouw

a Nutreco company

START’

SETS LIFE PERFORMANCE



