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C alf health is influenced by three equally important areas: early calf nutrition (colostrum, milk 
and concentrate feeding), the housing environment and the pathogen load (i.e. what and 
how much infection is present, and whether or not vaccination can be used to reduce or 

control these infections). 

In this bulletin we will look at calf housing and the modifications that can be made to existing buildings 
for calf accommodation.   It must be said that sometimes modifying a shed may only be a temporary 
measure and eventually a new calf shed may be required. A building that either houses animals of 
significantly different ages, or that is continuously stocked, increases the risk of spreading disease 
within it.

There are 5 features that are essential for a good calf house.
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VENTILATION
Houses need to be well ventilated with clean air that is well distributed, with the length of the shed at 
right angles to the prevailing wind  - mechanical assistance maybe required in some locations.

Air Outlet  - The minimum air outlet required for younger calves, up to 100kg bodyweight, is 0.04m2 

per calf. Outlets are ideally in the roof ridge, but any roof opening, such as skylights or chimneys can 
be adapted. The aim is to prevent the accumulation of damp, dirty air in the roof space. The slope of 
the roof should have a pitch of 15o to 22o, with a higher pitch being better for ventilation. 
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Air Inlets  - should be two to four times the size of the outlet and divided equally across the 2 long 
walls (with air coming from outside). Once the inlet area has been calculated, the cladding material 
can be chosen. A suitable cladding used for retrofitting existing houses is Yorkshire boarding, which 
has a porosity ranging from 14-25%. Yorkshire Boarding for calf housing should be a double row (offset 
from each other to create a barrier to rain), consisting of 152mm x 25mm boards with 25mm gaps 
in between. The separation between the 2 rows of boards is equal to the gap between each board. 
By modifying the sidewall cladding, buildings can be retrofitted to maximise the effect of natural 
ventilation while controlling airspeed. 

Mechanical ventilation (positive pressure tube ventilation or PPTV) systems are fitted to some houses, 
where fresh air is blown in through plastic tubes with carefully placed ventilation holes, calculated for 
each shed, by a trained PPTV specialist. Many calf houses require PPTV because calves do not create 
enough energy (by body heat) within a house to drive a stack effect. 



DRAUGHT FREE
A draught is air speed of more than 0.5m/s at calf level. Avoid air inlets, including open doors, at calf 
level. If parts of the door are needed to provide an air inlet in the short term, consider cladding the 
top half of the door with ventilated sheeting. 

WARM
The optimal air temperature for calves under 3 weeks old is 15-20o C, which is difficult to achieve in 
Ireland from January to April. Calves require plenty of dry straw bedding to 'nest' in i.e. when they 
are lying down it covers their hocks. A damp bed increases energy loss from a calf. There is a benefit 
from using calf jackets for the first 30 days provided they are made from a breathable material, with 
adjustable straps and washed between calves.
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DRY
Use good quality straw in the calf house. A wet 
environment allows pathogens to survive and 
multiply and reduces the shed temperature. 
Concrete floors should be without cracks and 
have a 1 in 20 slope, from the back of the pen 
to the front, running into drains with a 1 in 
60 slope. These drains should be made from 
smooth pipes or similar for rapid removal of 
effluent from the calf house. New concrete 
should have a brush finish to prevent slipping. If the existing floor of the calf pen does not drain well, 
it will continue to be a problem until the floor is changed e.g., by cutting channels (75mm x 75mm) 
into existing floors, and using epoxy resin mortar to create a shallow channel. 

CLEAN AND CLEANABLE
Broken surfaces, rusted gates and old timbers are difficult to clean properly. Repair or remove by 
applying new render to walls, to at least above animal height and use epoxy resin paints on smooth 
surfaces. When the shed is empty, use steam cleaning before applying disinfectants for the required 
contact time. When the house is occupied, use dry disinfectants, like lime, as the use of water increases 
the moisture in the shed and increases the risk of disease transmission. The correct floor slope makes 
it easier to keep sheds clean. Ensure drinkers are not leaking and are situated at the front of the pens 
for easy cleaning. For more information click here.
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