
Having had the pleasure of being part of a 
couple of youngstock meetings in recent 
weeks, it has made me re-evaluate where we 
are as an industry with respect to youngstock 
management. Are we really looking after our 
calves as well as we can? Are we getting them 
off to the best possible start? Are we making the 
most of their fantastic ability to convert feed into 
liveweight gain in early life? How are you rearing 
the youngstock on your farm?

Let’s start with a new-born calf, physically a 
ruminant but functionally it is a monogastric 
animal (until about 3-4 weeks of age) as the 
abomasum is the only functional stomach 
in a new-born calf. The calf is born with an 
undeveloped rumen so the nutrients the calf 
receives in the first few days and weeks of 
life are crucial to successfully developing a 
functioning rumen.

Developing the rumen
Rumen development is primarily chemical and 
is driven by the production of Volatile Fatty 
Acids (VFAs) in the rumen; particularly butyrate 
and propionate from concentrate feeding. 
Acetate is produced off the back of feeding 
forage, preferably chopped ~2.5cm in length, 
>60% NDF, of low nutritional quality and with 
plenty of ‘scratch factor’. This ensures that the 
calf consumes enough forage to stimulate the 
rumination process but doesn’t displace starter 
feed intakes. Always provide the forage in a 
rack or bucket, do not allow calves to eat from 

the ground as it will likely be contaminated with 
urine and/or faeces. The preference would be 
to feed straw instead of hay; hay fills the rumen 
quickly so the calf will not consume enough 
starter feed to support growth. Even the best 
quality hay will not compare to the nutritive 
value of starter feeds. The aim is to provide 
suitable feeds to stimulate rumen papillae 
(finger-like projections which grow out from the 
rumen wall) development, to increase surface 
area and the animal’s ability to digest feed. 
Please provide fresh, clean starter feed from 
birth, only feeding a little at the beginning and 
always refreshing to encourage intakes.

Successful transition from a milk-based diet 
to a diet of calf starter and forages requires 
proper rumen development. However, rumen 
development is a process that takes time. 
Regardless of how much milk you are feeding 
calves or what age they are at weaning, if the 
rumen is not ready, calves are going to struggle 
after weaning and you will likely see a post-
weaning check. Failure to prepare the rumen 
can limit calf growth or put calves at greater risk 
for illness because of nutritional stress.  

The length of the rearing process is determined 
by nutrition and breeding decisions. A higher 
level of nutrition may increase daily feed costs 
BUT these costs can be recouped when heifers 

calf younger. The ability of young calves to convert 
feed is much greater when they are young (2.5kg 
Dry Matter/kg Daily Liveweight Gain versus 19.4kg 
DM/kg DLWG in a 24 month animal).         cont...

With some being short of forage, many are also 
looking to turn the animals out as quickly as 
possible (or have already done so) however 
whenever you decided to turn them out we need 
to think about how this is effecting those rumens. 
Going from the indoor ration to lush spring grass 
are sending these rumen bugs into panic. The 
change in diets is like them going from a freezing 
cold bath to a boiling hot one. 

1. Prepare the Grazing fields 
Think about how you’re going to graze the fields 
this year , Block , strip grazing , back fencing to 
name a few . Have all the paddocks/grazing areas 
got water supply? A cow having to walk back to 
the farm or to another field to drink isn’t going 
to be getting enough water intakes and with milk 
83% water and a milking cow wanting to drink 
120+ litres of water a day each. Cows won’t want 
to walk any more than 500 feet for water. 

Lanes or tracks, get rid of any sharp stone or fill 
in uneven ground to reduce the risk of lameness. 
AHDB suggest the average cost of a lameness 
case is £180.

What rotation are you looking to have, which fields 
grew well last year and how much Dry Matter we 
have got in the fields to start with. Dry matter can 
be easily looked at and a measurement you can 
take from your welly boot. A simple trick is take 
a box of cooks matches, the length of the box is 
approximately the right height for grazing, and the 
height of the box is roughly the level they should 
achieve when they are finished.

What stocking rate are you going to turn them out 
on? Over stocking can cause issues with them 
kicking each other when they are first let out to 
grass, causing bruised udders also causing more 
spoilage and compaction of the soil and simply 
not enough food for them all. Under stocking 
creates a lot of wastage. This goes hand in hand 
with not giving the animals enough Dry matter or 
too much dry matter so it gets wasted and goes 
too far so the cattle won’t want to eat.

2. Turning out
Like I said before, the rumen will be changing 
and the sudden change can cause a knock on 
effect such as staggers or mid lactation milk 
fevers, so would advise not to turn the dairy cows 
out straight away into lush spring grass. I suggest 

gradually letting the cows out for a couple hours 
then increasing to out by day in by night and not 
have the cows out full time (out day and night) 
until a week after they have first been introduced 
to grazing. Magnesium supplements are also a 
useful management aid, magnesium flakes in the 
water trough are one option, however be careful 
not to put too much in and decrease water intakes.

Continue to measure Dry Matter yields when the 
cows are grazing so you know how long that field 
or paddock should last the cows and if they are 
getting the amount of grass you have assumed 
they are getting. 

It goes without saying that grass has a high protein 
content, so this has the potential to save some 
money so speak to your nutritionist and look at 
where you can be cutting out protein from the 
rest of the diet. The use of fresh grass samples is 
always a good idea, they are only usually used to 
see what the nitrate level is in grass pre cutting, 
but they are really useful when combined with 
simulated bites to understand realistically what 
we can be achieving from grazing.

Please give me a call for a chat on any of the 
above and will be happy to help.

Cann’s corner
 OUT THEY GO AGAIN

With turn out just around the corner 
and hopefully a good summer on the 
way (fingers crossed) we all want 
the process of turning our animals 
out to be as stress free and easy as 
possible with no hiccups. And this  
is achievable. 
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To assist us with our production & transport planning we would appreciate your orders in by Friday 12th April for Pre Easter Deliveries

We will be manufacturing throughout this Easter period, however the office will be closed on bank holidays. 
On these occasions please contact your representative for assistance.

Happy Easter!

easter planning

How well do you manage 
your youngstock?
With many of you either having 
already turned out, or looking to 
shortly turn your cows out to grass 
there is in the majority of cases a 
shortfall between nutrient supply 
and animal requirements for  
milk production. 

SARAH CANN 01363 772212
RUMINANT TECHNICAL SUPPORT

DR KAREN WONNACOTT 
07872 970635 
RUMINANT NUTRITIONIST

Effect of diet on rumen development in a six-week-old calf

Source: Penn State University

Source: Calweton Farm Vets
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And all these changes need to take place in 
the first 12 weeks! How incredible are these 
animals? It never ceases to amaze me how 
despite our sometimes-dubious management, 
these clever animals still manage to successfully 
develop their rumen and thrive.

Water – the forgotten nutrient?
Water accounts for 70-75% of the calf’s 
body weight and plays a key role in rumen 
development; rumen microbes require water to 
grow and properly ferment feeds. From birth, 
offer clean, fresh water to encourage starter 
feed intake. Milk and/or milk replacer does not 
provide free water as it bypasses the rumen and 
goes directly to the abomasum if the oesophageal 
reflex is functioning properly. It is recommended 
that you keep the feed and water separate to 
prevent soggy feed and dirty water. The rule of 
thumb is that for every 1kg of concentrate, the 
calf requires 4-5litres of fresh, clean water.

Targets?
Do you weigh your calves? Do you use a weigh 
band or weigh scales, and do you weigh 
them regularly (preferably at birth, a couple of 
weeks after weaning, pre-bulling, at pregnancy 
confirmation)? Do you always weigh your calves at 
the same time of day (relative to feeding)? If not, 
fluctuations in rumen fill can have a big impact on 
DLWG calculations.

• 60-d calf weight – double birthweight  
by weaning

• Target service weight – 55% Mature 
Bodyweight (mature bodyweight  
assumed to be after three lactations)

• Target pre-calving – 85% Mature 
Bodyweight

Measure, manage and monitor is the only 
real way of assessing the efficacy of your 
youngstock rearing system. For those of you 
rearing and managing youngstock, I urge you 
to re-evaluate your system, re-visit your targets 
and refresh your memories. It is essential 
that we do the very best job we can for our 
calves – after all, these animals will be our 
future profit generators and are fundamental 
to the success of our businesses. 

CMC transport update
There are numerous reasons why these shortfalls 
exist, including lush spring grass being high in 
oil and protein but low in structural fibre, low 
grass supply caused by over stocking or lack of 
regrowth due to weather conditions, low quality 
grass with poor digestibility, or in many cases an 
overestimation to how much daily dry matter a 
cow can actually get from grazing.

One solution to bridge this nutrient gap is to 
buffer feed, but it’s a fine line between under 
buffering and over buffering. Under buffering 
potentially limits protein, fibre, starch, sugars 
and energy intake and there-fore limiting milk 
production. This can lead to cows mobilising 
body energy reserves to augment a low die-
tary energy supply. Higher yielding cows 
demonstrate a much greater willingness to do 
this than lower yielding cows, much to their own 
detriment, as low body condition scores are 
frequently associated with reproductive failure.

Over buffering can be just as detrimental 
possibly resulting in the cattle choosing to eat 
more of the indoor feeds at the expense of 

grazing, which of course isn’t what we want 
to achieve, this can become even more of an 
issue if an imbalanced buffer is fed as over 
consumption of a high starch diet can mean 
running the risk of acidosis. 

If the wrong feeds are used e.g. grass silage, 
finely ground cereals, poor quality proteins 
etc., the outcome of buffer feeding will be 
disappointing, with reduced grass intakes and a 
zero or negative response in terms of milk yield, 
composition and body condition.

Well-constructed buffer feeds supplement grass 
intakes – they do not replace grass. They result 
in good responses in terms of yield, composition 
and body condition. Quality ingredients that 
can be used are the likes of maize silage, 
whole-crop cereals, molasses, course cereal 
grains, sodagrain, sugar beet pulp, soya hulls, 
soybean meal and straw. Some choose to feed 
moist feeds such as brewers grains or Trafford 
gold but these can be extremely variable and 
therefore extremely hard to balance.

You may not be in the fortunate position to have 
all of these raw materials available on your farm 
so you may need to either buy in a complete 
buffer, or a complimentary buffer formulated to 
balance what you do have on farm, and these 
buffers are available in many forms such as 
blends or meals

There are many advantages in feeding a 
meal over a blend, with a finer grist greatly 
reducing sorting and less chance of picking 
out the goodies by both the cows and starlings, 
although starlings are not so much of an issue 
this time of year, ultimately creating a more 
even diet across the herd delivering a more 
consistent performance. We can also offer a 
wider portfolio of raw materials within a meal 
over a blend allowing finer tuning to ultimately 
delivering optimum performance

So give me a call I will be happy to talk through 
the options.

At CMC we recognise the importance of keeping 
a well maintained and up to date fleet and include 
this in our ability to add value to our customer 
base in delivering product when they need it 
rather than when it fits in with our preferred 
timings. Over the years, this has been our main 
point of interest when investing in our operation 
and the most important question that is always 
asked is, “does the customer benefit?” 

Over the past 14 months, the business had 
invested in a substantial delivery software 
platform that is used heavily within the industry. 
After a fair investment and a lot of training, the 
system went live. It very quickly became apparent 
that the system was not customer friendly and 
so, a decision was made to take the system out 
and revert back to a more traditional planning 
approach whereby we are able to serve our 
customer base in the way that best suits them.

Our fleet is an ongoing investment and over the 
years we have had to look at how best to keep up 
with the requirement. One thing that is completely 
recognised is that the fleet is only as good as the 
driving team, and we are very lucky to work with 
such a great bunch of drivers. Their input and 
experience is second to none and they are always 
being asked the questions about the job to help us 
make the decisions, whether that is about specific 
deliveries or lorry specking, their involvement and 
knowledge in the operation is incredibly valuable. 
The experienced drivers that assist in the training 
of newer drivers is a format that we have always 

used and we are grateful and very fortunate to be 
able to keep this as we move forward.

Our continued expenditure in the fleet brings with 
it some sentimental impact and we have always 
been aware that some of our good old vehicles 
need replacing. With the help and support of our 
service providers at Crediton Commercials, we get 
more life out of them than most. With many of the 
vehicles in the fleet lasting in excess of 15 years, 
one at the grand age of 21, it is inevitable and 
obvious that these need replacing and although 
a tough sentimental decision, a necessary one.  
Our close working relationship with Stuarts Volvo 
means that we are able to make quick and 
effective decisions with technical know how and 
experience when needed. Like tractors, the newer 
vehicles are incredibly software powered and so a 
close relationship with the manufacturer is crucial. 

We are very proud of our fleet and drivers 
along with the transport team including 
the customer services team who work 
hand in hand to best serve the customer’s 
requirements on a daily basis.

Being honest, transport always throws up some 
difficult and unplanned situations and we thank 
you for your patience and understanding in these 
situations. We also don’t always get it right but our 
ambition is to continue to try and further enhance 
the transport department.

Finally, if you see any of the fleet out and about, 
don’t hesitate to give a beep or a wave, the team 
love the interaction!!

Buffer Feeding at Grass
With many of you either having already  turned out, or looking to shortly turn 
your cows out to grass there is in the majority of cases a shortfall between 
nutrient supply and animal requirements for milk production.  

GRAHAM DODD 07809 306362 
BLENDS AND STRAIGHTS 

As our largest cost within the 
company, the evolution of our 
delivery fleet is one of the most 
important areas of the business. 

continued from page 1

MARK GULLEY
CMC


