
New calf house at Hillend 

The cows calve all year round, with the calves being 
removed at birth and taken to the calf house using the ‘calf 
transporter’ (a deep and easy to clean wheelbarrow) where 
they are put into individual calf 
pens. Prompt removal of the calf 
from a potentially contaminated 
area reduces cross infection 
risks, allowing the team at 
Hillend to make sure that calves 
all receive enough colostrum.  
SRUC Vet Helen Carty 
explained that its easy for calves 
to pick up bugs at this early 
stage; the value of removing the 
calves into a ‘cleaner’ 
environment and getting enough 
colostrum into the calf within the 
first six hours of birth can’t be 
underestimated.   
 

Calves are moved on to the 
igloos and group pens within 10 
or so days. Anne reported that 
the calves really took to the igloo 
set up, with a lot of play seen in 
the penned area.  Gale brakes 
will be installed to give a bit 
more protection from the 
elements.    

This was the third meeting of the Hillend focus farm discussion group, considering 
practical and profitable ideas to improve the farm business. These notes give an 

overview of some of the topics discussed at the meeting.    

 
Hillend 
Climate Change Focus Farm 
 
Notes from third meeting on 
7th October 2015 

Managing Fertility 
and Getting Cows 
in Calf 

 

Key points: 
 

• Ensuring the 
correct quality and 
quantity of 
colostrum was 
supplied within 6 
hours of birth is  
crucial to calf health 

 

• Providing clean and 
dry environment 
crucial to calf health 

 

• Body condition 
scoring and  
management 
crucial to dry cow 
management and 
cow performance 
post calving 

 

• The use of 
Kexxtone bolus' are 
only for high risk 
cows and not for 
routine treatments 

 

• Splitting the herd 
into high and low 
yielders is an option 
for those  who 
supply ontracts 
with price 
restrictions on “B” 
milk.   

With the new calf house up and running, host 

and Granary Farm Vet Anne Logan explained 

their system.  



Calf health 

Colostrum provides the calves with antibodies 
vital to protect the calf from disease whilst its own 
immune system develops. Helen explained that 
around six hours after birth the gut wall closes, 
preventing further uptake of protective antibodies.   
 

Colostrum intake can be measured using a simple blood test, indicating the level 
of antibodies present in the calves system. Helen noted that a Dairy Youngstock 
Project* in Wales had found 48% of dairy calves had inadequate immunity from 
colostrum, indicating that intakes during this vital 6hrs were not sufficient.  
 

Sucking through the teat can be tiring; if you are having calf health problems, 
Helen recommended the blood test to see how much colostrum calves are actually 
getting. Studies show that colostrum administered within two hours could 
increase calf survival by 50% and give protection for the first nine months of life.  
Tubing was discussed as a way to guarantee colostrum intake within that crucial 
6hr window, including volume of liquid and technique, making it easier for the calf 
and the importance of thorough cleaning of tubes and equipment between calves.    

The value of getting enough colostrum 
in the first 6 hours cant be overlooked. 

Clean and dry bedding is essential – referring again to 
the Welsh study, Helen noted that the farms with 
healthier calves had drier beds and deeper bedding.  It 
can be difficult to be objective about the amount of 
bedding you use in your own system and find a cost 
effective balance whilst keeping calves cosy. Helen 
suggested the nesting score and bedding moisture 
score in the report as useful rules of thumb, aiming for 
a high nesting/low moisture score: 

Bedding—too much or not enough? 

Nesting Scores 

When calves are lying in straw bedding, 

how much of their legs can you see?  

Score 1 Legs fully visible 

Score 2 Legs half visible 

Score 3 Legs not visible 

Bedding Moisture Scores 

Score 1 Very dry bed; after kneeling for 10  

seconds, knees will stray dry.  No 

ammonia smell. 

Score 2 Moist: moist knees after kneeling for 10 

seconds. Slight ammonia smell. 

Score 3 Wet: “Squelch” heard with boot. Ammonia 

smell. 

* Dairy Youngstock Project—Wales. (2015).  To survey current practices and performance and to determine the success factors for rearing re-

placement dairy heifers in Wales.  Dairy Development Centre, Carmarthen.  Copies of the summary report will be available at the next meeting. 



Managing herd fertility  
SAC Dairy Specialist David Keiley highlighted research pointing to a strong 
correlation between body condition score (BCS) and follicle development, 
influencing fertility.  With Albert Tarongi from The Granary Farm Vets, the group 
discussed follicle development and release of 
hormones. It was noted that animals in poorer 
condition will produce less fertility hormones, 
reducing breeding success. Here are a few of the 
other topics the groups discussed around fertility and 
nutrition:    
 

Identifying oestrus 
There can be limited opportunities to identify when 
cows are in heat. At the Barony, the dairyman is 
employing two methods to help identify oestrus  - 
both chalking cows and monitoring cow activity using 
a pedometer.  With increased activity at night and 
smudged chalk marks, a combination of the two 
measurements can help the dairyman decide 
whether to put the cow to the bull or not. 
 

Bolus use 
David discussed the use of a Kexxtone bolus 

(pictured) aimed at 
reducing the 
incidence of 
ketosis at calving. 
Priced at around 
£30 each, the 
gradual monensin 
release acts on 
the microbial 
balance within the 

rumen, increasing the energy available to the cow.  
This acts as a buffer, reducing the risk of  dropping into negative energy balance, a 
major cause of ketosis. Some herds are using them as routine; David had used a 
few this summer for thin cows or those with twins, but noted they were not without 
side effects, so should be further discussed with your vet. 
 

Protected choline 
Fed 3 weeks before calving, protected choline can alter body chemistry, changing 
the way the liver deals with fat. An accumulation of fat in the liver will exaggerate 
the energy gap pre and post calving, possibly reducing yields and compromising 
health and future fertility. In David's opinion, protected choline probably isn't for 
routine use, but may help to support certain cows.   

Getting nutrition 
right 
David gave a cautionary 
tale about the importance 
of managing body 
condition, after the loss of 
a number of calves from 
heifers taken in off grass 
two weeks prior to calving.  
From 26 heifers sired by 
an Aberdeen Angus bull, 
14 calves were lost. A 
range of investigations 
and blood tests revealed 
no obvious cause and it 
was believed the calves 
were just too big at birth 
and the heifers too fat 
(BCS was around 3.5). To 
avoid this scenario from 
happening again, heifers 
should be brought in at 
least 6 weeks before 
calving and switched to a 
dry cow diet. This 
illustrates the importance 
of getting nutrition right.  



Meetings are free to attend and all 
farmers are welcome.   

 
For Hillend, contact farm facilitator 
James Buchanan on 01738 636 

611 or via email at 
james.buchanan@sac.co.uk for 

more information.    
 
 
 

Funded by the Scottish Government 
as part of its Climate Change Advisory 

activity 

Reducing costs—splitting the herd 

There are nine climate change 

focus farms in Scotland. Keep 

up to date with their activities at  

 

 

 

 

www.farmingforabetterclimate.org 

David felt that spitting the herd at Barony had been the best way to manage both 
the price they were getting for litres and early lactating cows. David gave a worked 
example of two different scenarios and the associated diets and costs comparing 
one ration or splitting the group into two. The group was split between those that  
were 200 days PD’d positive and those in early lactation. Savings on the ration 
were immediate; better use of wholecrop gave a financial advantage over chopped 
straw plus an additive. In summary this approach was good in terms of immediate 
cashflow, however careful monitoring was needed as over the long term, cows 
could lose condition.     

What's next? 
 

Join us for a trip to visit 

Willie Baillie at Hillhead, 

Lanarkshire to look at 

how Willie manages his 

dairy enterprise.   

More details to follow via 

our flyer and Facebook 

page. 

    Cost 

For a single group: £2.45 per head per day for 100 cows over 200 days £49,000 

Split into two groups: Group 1 - £2.47 per head per day for 50 cows over 
200 days 

£24,700 

  Group 2 - £1.72 per head per day for 50 cows over 
200 days 

£17,200 

  Total cost for split group £41,900 

Saving by splitting into two over single group £7,100 

£0.35 Saving per day over 200 days 


