Ask A Vet: Got Milk? Make Sure a Newborn Calf Does
Sunday, July 11, 2010
Dear Dr. Weldy's,

I'm in charge of feeding our baby calves on our farm.  Why do my parents always insist that I give them the first feeding of their mother's milk soon after they are born?  How does that keep them from getting sick?

-Reader
Dear Reader,

The most “at risk” animal on your farm is the newborn calf. Newborns have no immunity to diseases in the environment and are left defenseless unless appropriate measures are taken. So to prevent calf scours, pneumonia and death on your farm, there are a few simple things you can do in the first 24 hours of the life of the calf. So let's get down to basics. 

Colostrum is the first milk that a cow gives after she calves. This thick milk is high in vitamins, minerals, protein and the energy the newborn needs to get a jump start on life. And, most importantly, colostrum in full of antibodies. Antibodies are the building blocks of the immune system, and calves are not born with any. The newborn's gut is specially designed to absorb these large antibodies from colostrum for the first 24 hours of life. In fact, the first few hours after it is born is when it can absorb the most antibodies! So to get the most bang for your buck, it's important to supply the calf with 3 quarts of colostrum as soon as possible, and again 12 hours later. An esophageal feeder can be used if the calf refuses to suckle.

The amount of colostrum to feed can vary depending on how big the calf is and the quality of the colostrum fed. The larger the calf, the more colostrum it needs. The poorer the antibody content of the milk, the more the calf needs. For those who would like to more accurately measure the quality of the colostrum, a colostrometer can be used. A colostrometer is a device inserted into a pail of colostrum that gives an estimate of protein content, which closely correlates to antibody content. It may be a good idea to freeze any extra good quality colostrum in 1 or 2 quart bottles as a back up. Just ensure that it is thawed gradually so the antibodies are not damaged.

Colostrum can continue to be fed to calves for the first 2-3 days of life. As mentioned above, it is imperative to feed the good quality colostrum ASAP after birth and again 12 hours later. But it also is of benefit to feed colostrum and transition milk for the first few days. This provides the calf with extra energy and the antibodies in the colostrum will coat the gut and provide them with a little extra short term immunity.

Of course there is more to the story than just colostrum. It is also important to have a clean and dry calving area to reduce the amount of diseases the calf is exposed to. Dip the calf's naval with tincture of iodine and move them to an isolated, clean, and dry environment. 

With these few simple things, you can give your calves a fighting chance against calf-hood diseases. Like they always say, “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of treatment!”

-Dr. Jolene Birney

