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Colostrum Quality
Michelle McGrath, CalfCare Technical Working Group Rapporteur 
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I n cows, antibody transfer does not occur in utero, as it does in humans, so the calf needs to absorb 
enough antibodies from colostrum as soon as possible after birth. If this does not happen, calves 

are at a significantly higher risk of illness and death and those calves that survive illness, have reduced 
growth rates subsequently.

‘Use colostrum from the FIRST milking for the FIRST feed, within TWO hours of the calf’s birth and give 
at least THREE litres’.

This practice has seen a significant improvement in calf health on Irish dairy farms. However, there 
is still room for further improvement both in terms of feeding colostrum to the new-born calf in the 
correct timeframe and the quality of the colostrum offered.

Factors Influencing Colostrum Quality

Colostrum contains high levels of energy compared to normal milk, which is important, as new-born 
calves have limited amounts of fat reserves. These reserves are quickly used up to maintain body 
temperature in the absence of colostrum feeding. 

At farm level, colostrum quality can be measured with a colostrometer or a brix refractometer with 
values above 22% indicating suitability to be fed as a first feed for new-born calves. 

COLOSTRUM
123 

Use colostrum from the FIRST             
milking for the FIRST feed

Give colostrum within 
TWO hours from the calf’s birth

Give at least THREE litres
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Colostrum quality can be influenced by several factors namely: 
Nutrition of the cow 
Cows that are within target BCS at calving (3-3.5 – Target 3.25) and on a good plane of nutrition should 
have a plentiful supply of high quality colostrum. Provision of a high quality dry cow mineral is also 
important in producing high quality colostrum. Where silage quality is poor, supplemental feeding will 
help to improve colostrum quality.

Colostrum collection  - Timing and hygiene at collection

Timing of colostrum collection is very important as it influences the antibody levels in colostrum. 
Antibody levels are highest when collected immediately post calving (within 8 hours) and drop 
dramatically thereafter, as the antibody levels get diluted within the udder as more milk is produced. 
The longer the interval between birth and feeding of colostrum to the new-born calf, the lower the 
absorption of antibodies. While maximum absorption of antibodies occurs within 2 hours of birth, 
absorption capacity is reduced to 50% within 6 hours of birth. 

Collection of colostrum needs to take place in as clean a manner as possible. Cleaning the cow’s 
teats prior to first milking and collecting colostrum into clean buckets are essential. A recent study at 
Moorepark found that fresh colostrum had almost 400,000 total bacteria count (TBC) which exceeds 
the suggested max level of 100,000 TBC. When this colostrum was fed immediately or stored at 4°C 
(fridge) for a maximum of 48 hours it did not impact on passive transfer of immunity to calves. However, 
when the colostrum was not stored in a fridge, bacterial growth increased and consequently the 
absorption of antibodies was reduced. Colostrum quality measured on a Brix refractometer reflects 
the amount of antibodies present, but it does not tell us about bacterial contamination.
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Colostrum storage

If the colostrum is not harvested cleanly 
or stored correctly, any bacteria present 
will multiply. Then even if there are plenty 
of antibodies, they will not be absorbed. 
The Moorepark study highlights the 
importance of clean collection and 
correct storage of colostrum which 
can be challenging in commercial farm 
scenarios. Use a gentle heat, less than 
50oC, to reheat stored colostrum, to avoid 
destroying the antibodies within.
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Michelle McGrath, Assistant CellCheck Programme Manager

T he aim of this month’s topic is to encourage those of you that do not milk record to begin doing 
so. Motivating people to milk record is a bit like motivating people to start exercising in January! 

It’s a cliché of exercise that the 'first step is the hardest'. It can feel like that short walk from your front 
door to the park, or the gym has many obstacles but once you begin exercise you feel better for it. 
It is the same with milk recording. Committing to doing it is the most difficult part because once you 
start and see the benefits it brings you won’t want to stop. To get the most from your milk recording, 
book your first milk recording for 6 weeks after you started calving. Do not wait until all the cows have 
calved, as the earlier you begin in lactation the more information it will provide.

Herds that are milk recording get a CellCheck Farm Summary Report after each recording highlighting 
the areas of good mastitis control and areas that could be improved. Milk recording identifies and 
facilitates the management of problem cows and has the potential to dramatically improve milk price 
by decreasing your herds overall SCC. What’s not to like!

A number of resources are available to help farmers understand the summary report including milk 
recording organisations, veterinary practitioners and advisors. Make use of this support as failure to 
act on the milk recording results limits the potential benefits from milk recording.

Milk recording – What’s not to like?
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The most obvious benefit of milk recording is that it allows you to track your best and worst producers. 
This enables you to make management decisions such as which cows are underperforming and may be 
suitable to cull, or which cows are high performers and are more suitable for breeding replacements. 
Milk recording adds significant value to any surplus breeding stock being sold off the farm and if a cow 
has to be culled for TB, higher levels of compensation will be available if they, or their ancestors have 
been milk recorded. 

To get the best information from milk recording, the first milk recording should be done within 6 
weeks of calving and the last recording within a month of drying off and the remainder spread out 
during the rest of the lactation. For milk recording to inform both mastitis management and drying off 
decisions, you need to do at least 6 throughout the lactation. ICBF coordinates the Irish milk recording 
service and there are two types of milk recording services available, the Recorder service or the 
Electronic DIY service. Contact your local milk recording organisation to find out more and to book in 
your first recording now, to get the date that suits you!
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CELLCHECK REGIONAL COORDINATORS
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Majella Mc Cafferty
086 0597949 
majella.mccafferty@aurivo.ie
Mayo/Sligo/Donegal
Aurivo

Tom Downes
087 2564669
downest@lakeland.ie
Longford/Monaghan
Lakeland Dairies
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Brendan Dillon
087 2626851
BrDillon@glanbia.ie
Cork/Waterford/
Wexford/Wicklow 
Glanbia

John Murphy
066 7163200 
john.murphy@kerry.ie
Kerry/Clare
Kerry Agribusiness

Tom Starr
087 6697010
tstarr@arrabawn.ie
Tipperary/Limerick
National Co-op

John Fitzpatrick
086 0426567
fitzpatrickj@glanbia.ie
Kilkenny/Laois/Carlow/
Kildare/Dublin 
Glanbia

Andrew O’Neill
086 1836505
aoneill@tipperary-coop.ie
Tipperary
Tipperary Co-Op

Denis Guiry
086 8098639
dguiry@dairygold.ie
Cork/Tipperary/Lim-
erick
Dairygold

Aoife Feeney 
afeeney@carbery.com
087 3484901.
West Cork
Carbery Group
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A Resource and Point of Contact for 
CellCheck Activities in your Area
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NATIONAL MASTITIS CONTROL PROGRAMME
Animal Health Ireland, 2-5 The Archways, Carrick-on-Shannon, Co. Leitrim, N41 WN27
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Considerations in 
preparing for calving  

Lawrence Gavey, Johne’s disease Programme Manager

I n this period leading up to calving, there are two strategies that you can take to improve Johne’s 
control for your herd by reducing the potential for exposure of new-born calves to the MAP bacteria 

that causes Johne’s disease.  These strategies are to provide clean calving pens and to feed low-risk 
colostrum (beestings) and milk.

Animals are most susceptible to infection with Johne’s disease as calves, and especially when newly 
born.  Most infection occurs when the calf swallows faecal matter on the teats or in the milk or 
colostrum.

The first strategy is to provide pens for calving that are not contaminated by dung from other animals, 
especially adult animals that could be high-risk for Johne’s infection.

If you are testing your herd for Johne’s disease, you will be able to identify high-risk cows – those that 
are test-positive, offspring from infected cows, etc.  The Johne’s programme advises the removal of 
these animals from the farm before calving; however, if retained, separate these animals from others 
during the pre-calving period and at calving so that calves are born into an environment that is as low-
risk as possible.  This is most important for calves that are to be retained or sold for breeding rather 
than for feeding for slaughter.  

When housing these high-risk animals, prepare sufficient pens that are physically separated and that 
do not drain into other pens.  
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Do not use calving pens to hold sick or lame animals. As well as contaminating the pen with adult’s 
manure, sick and lame animals are higher-than-normal risk of being infected with Johne’s disease. 
Prepare a separate pen with a crush or other handling facility that will not be used for calving. 

Provide pens for calving that are clean and preferably holding only a single calving cow.  Between 
calvings, where possible remove dung and soiled bedding and replace with clean bedding. Covering 
soiled bedding with clean bedding is not as hygienic as removing all the bedding.  

The second strategy is to feed colostrum, milk or milk replacer that is of minimal risk of carrying 
the MAP bacteria. Feed colostrum or milk to calves from cows that are low-risk and ensure hygienic 
collection and feeding by strictly keeping teats, gloved hands and utensils clean and free of dung.

Pasteurisation of colostrum and milk can also have a role in reducing the spread of Johne’s disease, but 
only as part of the whole-farm management approach.  Pasteurisation cannot consistently eliminate 
all MAP in colostrum or milk. Some calves are infected in the uterus before birth, and exposure to 
dung remains the greatest risk of infection to calves.

Pasteurisation will significantly reduce the level of MAP, and of other harmful bacteria like Salmonella 
and Mycoplasma, in contaminated colostrum and milk.  It also has beneficial health effects, especially 
where herd hygiene is not very good. 

Johne’s Control
AnimalHealthIreland.ie
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Suitable pasteurisation types are High Temperature Short 
Time (HTST) continuous process which heats milk to 72oC 
for 15-25 seconds; and Low Temperature Long Time 
(LTLT) batch pasteurisation where milk is heated to 63oC 
for 30 minutes or 60oC for 60 minutes.  Temperatures 
above 62oC are unsuitable for colostrum.

Pasteurisers should be regarded as only one tool in the 
armoury to control JD rather than a silver bullet; calf 
hygiene remains a crucial component of managing dairy 
calves, providing benefits beyond just control of Johne’s 
disease.

Milk replacer should also be considered in the 
management of John’s disease.  For more information 
on using milk replacer, see AHI’s Technical notes on calf 
milk replacers (CMR) for rearing dairy replacement heifer 
calves click here.

Animal Health Ireland provides more information on pasteurisation to control Johne’s disease in a 
Factsheet available on the AHI website click here. 

https://animalhealthireland.ie/assets/uploads/2021/06/CalfCare-Calf-Milk-Replacers-2021.pdf?dl=1
https://animalhealthireland.ie/assets/uploads/2021/06/CalfCare-Calf-Milk-Replacers-2021.pdf?dl=1
https://animalhealthireland.ie/assets/uploads/2021/06/JD-Fact-Sheet-Pasteurisation-2021.pdf?dl=1
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