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Cow calf separation… 
is it really a problem?
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Americans and Canadians prefer to see the calf 
remain with the dam
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A common theme from farmers…

Bonding and separation stress

Neave et al., 2022. J. Dairy Sci. 105: 453-467

Bertelsen and 
Vaarst (in press) 
J. Dairy Sci. 
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Part-time cow-calf contact:
Cows with calves for day only 
(10 h), then separated at night in 
free-stall housing

Two large studies: 40 and 56 cow-calf pairs
Full-time cow-calf contact:

Cows with calves for day and night, 
excluding milking time (23 h)
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Overskrift to linjer 
ændr 2. linje til

AU Passata Bold Did part-time contact reduce separation 
stress for calves ? (after 10 wk)
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Did part-time contact reduce separation 
stress for calves ? (after 10 wk)

Hundreds in 
only 2 hours!
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Part-time calves 
vocalized more 24 h 
after separation. 

Separated calves at 
birth - rarely vocalized 
when milk was also 
removed.

Part-time calves are 
probably hungry

No.. part-time contact didn’t reduce 
separation stress for calves 

Separated 
calves?
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Part-time cows returning from morning milking…



KVÆG KONGRES PHD MAJA BERTELSEN AND EMMA HVIDTFELT JENSEN

28. FEBRUAR 2023 POST DOC HEATHER NEAVE
INSTITUT FOR HUSDYR- OG VETERINÆRVIDENSKAB

AARHUS
UNIVERSITET

Overskrift to linjer 
ændr 2. linje til

AU Passata Bold

Day relative to separation

H
ig

h-
pi

tc
he

d 
vo

ca
liz

at
io

ns
/c

ow

Before Day of 24 h 48 h
0

5

10

15

20

25

Part-time contact also did not reduce 
separation stress for cows 

Most vocalizations occurred 24 h after 
separation. No difference between 
full-time and part-time contact. 
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(Week 8) 
50% fence-line/dam-contact

(Week 9) 
75% fence-line, 25% dam-contact

(Week 10) 
Complete separation 

(Week 10) 
Complete separation

Gradual weaning & separation Simultaneous (abrupt) 
weaning & separation
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Gradual weaning did not reduce vocal 
response to separation in calves
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These calves 
expect to be 
released from the 
fence-line to nurse
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24 and 48 hours later:
Hungry! Gradual weaning method likely 
did not reduce milk intake as intended.
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Gradual weaned cows 
vocalized more on the 
day of separation

Abrupt weaned cows 
vocalized more 24 h 
after separation

They expect to be 
reunited with and 
nurse their calves

Delayed reaction. 
Now the cows 
realize their calves 
are gone!

Gradual weaning reduced peak vocal 
response in cows (but not cumulative)



31-08-202328-02-2023



31-08-202328-02-2023



KVÆG KONGRES PHD MAJA BERTELSEN AND EMMA HVIDTFELT JENSEN

28. FEBRUAR 2023 POST DOC HEATHER NEAVE
INSTITUT FOR HUSDYR- OG VETERINÆRVIDENSKAB

AARHUS
UNIVERSITET

(Week 10) 
Complete separation 

(Week 10) 
Complete separation
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(Week 9) 
100% fence-line, No dam contact 

Two-step weaning & separation Simultaneous (abrupt) 
weaning & separation
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Overskrift to linjer 
ændr 2. linje til

AU Passata Bold Two-step weaning reduced vocal response at 
separation in calves
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Likely because loss of 
milk and loss of dam 
are separated in time.
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In summary: 
Bonding and separation stress is a 
common theme from farmers. 
How can we address this?

Still a lot of questions remaining…
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Thank you! 
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Other behaviors during separation: 
Part-time cows were less affected
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Part-time cows spent more time lying and 
less time with head over the perimeter fence 

(less ‘restless’)
during a 2 hour observation period. 


