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Milk feeding management during the pre-weaning period 

 Common rearing strategies in milk-fed calves aim to stimulate rumen development and 
function through low milk feeding and forcing calves to eat solid feed as early as possible 
after birth.

 Potential for growth and development in calves is much greater than realised in common 
feeding schedules with a low milk intake;
Suckling calves receive much more milk and have much greater postnatal growth rates 
than breeding calves.

 Concerns for a higher milk feeding level in dairy calves:
 Ad libitum milk feeding is costly 
 Ad libitum milk feeding reduces solid feed intake
 Rumen development is retarded
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Hammon et al., 2002

Milk feeding during first month of life:
Body weight with different milk feeding regimes
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Time, day after birth
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Time, day after birth
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Ad libitum milk feeding: Feeding behaviour

Time, week after birth
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The Farm Animal Welfare Committee (FAWC)1, UK, 1979:
Five Freedoms for farm animals

1Since 01-10-2019 renamed: Animal Welfare Committee (AWC)
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High milk feeding level and calf health

 Feeding management during the preweaning period has a great impact on the success 
of calf rearing and health in later life 
(Khan et al., 2011; Ballou, 2012; Van Amburgh and Soberon, 2013)

 An enhanced milk feeding during preweaning

 indicates a faster recovery from diarrhoea caused by infection with Cryptosporidium 
parvum (Ollivett et al., 2012)

 shows greater resistance against Salmonella typhimurium in postweaning calves 
(Ballou et al., 2015) 

 causes less calf losses and less severe immune response after a combined viral-
bacterial respiratory challenge postweaning
(Sharon et al., 2019)

 plays a key role in the prevention of neonatal calf diarrhea
(Lorenz et al., 2021)
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The weaning process as a challenge
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Time, day after birth
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Ad libitum milk feeding and ruminal development:

Rumen fluid: Volatile fatty acids and pH after weaning (80 d of age)

Koch et al., 2019
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Final take home message:

Imperative necessity of adequate colostrum and milk feeding

 High level of colostrum and transition milk feeding guarantees adequate immunoglobulin supply 
and stimulates postnatal growth and immune response

 High level of milk intake
 further supports postnatal growth and development by stimulating the somatotropic axis

 avoids hunger and promotes the well-being of the calves

 does not impair rumen development and function but requires more time 
for the weaning process

 Ad libitum milk feeding is a pre-requisite for animal health and well-being

 Ad libitum milk feeding will avoid the intensive use of antibiotic treatments

 Ad libitum milk feeding will result in resilient and robust dairy cows and bulls
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CODABE = COnnecting DAiry BEef network

CODABE is about

 Networking on meat production in dairy and beef herds together

 Addressing animal health, welfare and environmental challenges

 Bringing together those responsible in the field (farmers, retailer, 
NGOs, scientists) with policy makers, consumers, and the society

 Aiming a more sustainable and socially accepted dairy beef 
production system
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Research Institute for Farm Animal Biology 
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