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Good  management at weaning is important for maintaining growth rates and minimising disease. Weaning 
can be a stressful time for calves as they change from a liquid diet of predominantly animal protein sources 

to a solid diet of vegetable protein sources. Calves can also become stressed from changes in housing due 
to a new environment, competition in new groups, and other general husbandry practices like vaccinations.  
Weaning will be more successful if your calves are only exposed to one stressor at a time.

Michelle McGrath, Assistant Programme Manager

Weaning preparation
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Regardless of how much milk you are feeding calves 
or what age they are at weaning, if the rumen is not 
ready, calves are in for a challenging transition period.  
Encouraging concentrate intake from a few days of 
age stimulates the growth of rumen papilla, which 
are needed for digestion, as a result of bacterial 
fermentation of the concentrate. For fermentation 
to take place, the bacteria need a separate source 
of water, regardless of what milk feeding system is 
used.  It takes two to three weeks for the bacterial 
population to grow to a number that can efficiently 
digest concentrate. Concentrates should be highly 
palatable and of a high nutritional quality. It is best to 
clean out unfinished concentrates each day and feed 
to older animals. Calves only need small amounts 
of roughage, but if fine ground pelleted rations are 
fed, additional roughage will be necessary for the 
development of the rumen. 



Calves only begin to eat concentrates properly from 3 weeks of age. The amount of concentrate eaten depends 
on the amount of milk fed.  Therefore, as the calf gets older, a balance is required between feeding enough 
milk for growth while ensuring enough concentrate intake to promote rumen development.  Calves should 
only be weaned when they are eating at least 1kg of concentrate per day for three consecutive days. This will 
avoid a growth check after weaning. This level of intake is usually achieved by eight weeks of age. When calves 
suckle cows, they are not weaned for up to 10 months of age. In this scenario rumen development is far slower 
and so weaning is later.

When weaning calves, it is recommended to use a gradual or stepwise process. This will allow the calf time to 
adjust to the lower level of milk and increase solid feed intakes accordingly to prevent post weaning growth 
checks. It is worth remembering that by law, calves must be over 28 days of age before they can be fed once 
a day.  Where calves are being fed manually more than once a day, the first move is to change to once a day 
feeding approximately 1 month prior to weaning, allowing calves time to adjust to the new regime and further 
develop their rumen prior to reducing the total volume of liquid fed. Once they are accustomed to one feed 
daily and consuming concentrates, reduction in the volume of liquid feed can begin. If feeding milk replacer 
instead of whole milk, it is important that both the solids content and water content of milk replacer are 
reduced together. Reduction of milk or milk replacer feeding should ideally be carried out over the course of 
two weeks, reducing the amount of liquid feed every other day. In automatic feeding systems calves can be 
fed 3-5 times per day and often larger amounts total daily liquid feeds are also offered. In these systems it 
is far more difficult to ascertain the level of concentrate feed that any individual calf is consuming, therefore 
weaning should be as gradual as possible. This involves a weaning protocol of approximately four weeks, 
reducing the amount very gradually.
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C ows The medicines regulation impacts the prescribing of antimicrobials for treatment of mastitis and 
presents challenges to vets. Some of these challenges can be overcome by obtaining accurate culture 
and sensitivity results from suitable milk samples and are invaluable to both the farmer and the vet.

By collecting milk samples from cows with mastitis, and/or samples from high Somatic Cell Count (SCC) cows 
it enables us to identify:

• Which pathogen(s) are to blame, to target effective treatment, and;

• Which control measures can be implemented on the farm to reduce the incidence of the disease in 
the future.

Aseptic milk sample collection

It is imperative for any milk sample to be collected as hygienically as possible to avoid any contamination. 
Mixed bacterial infections can occur in mastitis, but when three or more different bacteria are identified in 
one sample, this is universally recognised as a contaminated sample. Submitting contaminated samples is a 
waste of money; the lab will still incur the cost of processing them and thus will have to charge the farmer. 
Poor technique will give misleading results  - if your lab report identifies three or more bacteria, then it means 
you submitted a sample that was contaminated. Resampling and resubmission, with the associated cost, will 
be required to get any meaningful answers.

Sterile collection is the most important step for successful culturing of milk samples. 

Materials required to collect a sterile sample:

• Permanent marker.

• Cotton balls or cotton pads soaked with 70% alcohol.                         

• Teat dip. 

• Paper towel.

• Disposable gloves.

• Sterile plastic sample tube (5 to 10 ml volume) (Do not use tubes with a preservative tablet).

Michelle McGrath, Assistant Programme Manager

Get to know your bacteria!
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Five steps to collect a quality sample
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Using the permanent marker, label the sample tube with the date, animal ID and quarter (full 
details will be recorded on the laboratory submission form).

Brush off any loose dried material (bedding, faeces) from the teat.  If the teat is very dirty, wipe 
clean using paper towels and warm water.

Apply a teat dip, wait at least 30 seconds, wipe teat dry with paper towel.

Scrub the teat end (teat orifice) for at least twenty seconds using cotton balls or pads soaked 
with 70% alcohol.  If dirt continues to appear on the cotton, repeat this step using a second 
cotton ball/pad until the cotton comes away clean.

Open the sample tube immediately before collection.  Discard a few squirts of milk and holding 
the tube 3-4 cm from the teat at an angle of 45°, direct milk into the tube.  Do not touch the 
teat end with your hand during sampling.   Cap the tube immediately sampling is complete and 
place in the fridge. 
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L ameness is a painful disease that impacts a cow’s ability to move normally and is a major problem within 
the dairy sector worldwide.  A recent Teagasc study showed that at any given time, one in ten Irish dairy 

cows is lame. The worst performing 20% of dairy farms in the study had a lameness prevalence of 15 – 32%. 
This demonstrates that lameness is a significant problem on many dairy farms in Ireland. 

Lameness in dairy cows is important for a number of reasons:

• Lameness is a costly disease in dairy herds. Lame cows produce less milk, cost money to treat and are 
more likely to be culled at a young age.

• It is a painful disease and a significant welfare problem for dairy cows. It affects a cow’s ability to move 
normally and changes her behaviour. Animal welfare is an issue of growing concern for consumers of 
dairy products and society in general. Improving dairy cow welfare by reducing lameness is critical to 
retain societal support for dairy farming.

• A high prevalence of lameness in a dairy herd can be very frustrating and have a very negative effect on 
morale of those looking after the cows.

• Lameness impacts sustainability. It results in increased greenhouse gas emissions, due to the culling of 
cows at a younger age. Shorter productive lifespans mean that more cows are required to produce the 
same volume of milk. With the environmental implications of dairy farming increasingly coming under 
the spotlight, it is critical that every step is taken to reduce the carbon footprint of dairy production.

• Lameness increases antibiotic use on dairy farms. Even though most cases of lameness do not require 
antibiotic treatment, many farmers use antibiotics when treating lame cows. There is an urgent need 
to reduce antibiotic use in food producing animals because of the growing problem of antimicrobial 
resistance. Reducing lameness will help to do this. 

If you have a lameness problem on your farm, it might sometimes feel like there is very little you can do 
to improve the situation. The good news is that by adopting certain simple measures, you can reduce the 
prevalence and severity of lameness on your farm. This AHI newsletter will carry an article each month 
describing some of the steps that a dairy farmer can take to achieve such a reduction in lameness losses.

Ger Cuasck, Veterinary Practitioner and member of the Hoof HealthCheck Technical Working Group

What is lameness and why is it 
important?
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Why reduce lameness?

 ` Reduce financial losses. 

 ` Improve dairy cow welfare and the sustainability of dairy farming.

 ` Improve morale among stock people. 

 ` Reduce premature culling of young dairy cows due to lameness, and achieve 
longer production lives of dairy cows. 

 ` Reduce the quantity of antimicrobials used in the treatment of lame cow.
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What are the Johne’s disease risks for a new born calf?

From the moment a calf is born the importance of good hygiene practices to minimise the exposure to dung and 
slurry from adult animals is vital to reducing the risk of infection. The ingestion of contaminated faeces is considered 
to be the main entry point for the bacterial organism (MAP - Mycobacterium avium ssp. paratuberculosis) which 
causes Johne’s disease. Young calves have greater susceptibility to becoming infected with MAP than older 
animals. Apart from the risk of calves ingesting MAP from faecal contamination in their environment; a calf can 
also be infected while still in the womb or directly through colostrum from an infected dam.

Why is reducing the risks of MAP infection to a new born 
calf important?

The purpose of reducing the risk of infection in new born calves is ultimately to break the cycle of infection in 
the herd where calves infected in their early lives will in turn as adults will go on to infect their future calves 
on the farm. This means that effort put into protecting calves from infection in early life will ultimately pay 
dividends by reducing the risk to future generations. 

Liam Doyle, Johne’s disease Programme Manager

Protecting your calves from Johne’s 
disease – an important investment in 

the future
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How can the risks of MAP infection to a new born calf be 
reduced?

In order to reduce the risk of MAP infection for a newly born calf consideration must be given to:

• The environment into which the calf is born: ensure the calving area is well bedded and is as clean as 
possible to avoid dung contaminating any surfaces that the calf will come into contact with. It is also 
important to aim to have calving boxes thoroughly cleaned and disinfected between different cows.

• The cow: any cows which are test positive should be calved in a dedicated area away from the rest of the 
calves in the herd. It is also advisable that calves born to test positive cows are not bred as they are at a 
higher risk of being infected themselves. In terms of collecting colostrum from a cow, make sure that her 
udder is clean from faecal contamination and that the utensils used for collection are also clean. Calves 
should be removed from the calving pen as quickly as practical to an area where they will not be exposed 
to adult cow dung.

• The colostrum: calves should receive adequate good quality colostrum (1-2-3 of colostrum management) 
from their own dam but only if she is test negative. Indeed, colostrum and milk fed to any calf should 
only be from test negative cows. The practice of feeding pooled colostrum or milk to calves increases 
the risk of MAP transmission and should be avoided as much as possible. It is risky to import colostrum 
onto your farm from other sources. Thus it is best to plan and have your own colostrum available from 
known test negative cows, ideally those which consistently testing negative. 

One of the main reasons why it is important to maintain a high hygiene standard around newly born calves, 
especially if infection has been proven in your herd (through a positive faecal ancillary test) is that apparently 
healthy but infected cows can shed MAP bacteria in their dung, colostrum, milk and pass infection onto their 
unborn calves. It is this cycle of silent spread of Johne’s disease through a herd, which good calf hygiene and 
management practices can help break, protecting a valuable future investment in livestock.  
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