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C
alves should be offered meal 
and have free access to clean 
water from their first day 
in the pens, says Natalie 
Hughes, SealesWinslow’s 

nutrition and quality manager.
Natalie hosted four webinars on calf 

rearing for the Dairy Women’s Network 
in June. The webinars topics were milk 
and colostrum; housing and pen design; 
feeding and meal; and heifers reaching 
liveweight targets. Water can often get 
overlooked in the first few weeks but it’s 

necessary for aiding the breakdown of feed 
within the rumen and supporting rumen 
bug growth, Natalie says.

“The longer we restrict calves from water 
the greater the negative impact on calves’ 
ability to digest feed.”

Calves are born with almost no immune 
system or bacteria in the rumen. They 
need to develop their rumen and those 
bugs to digest pasture and meal.

“We need water to create an 
environment for bugs and bacteria to grow 
in the rumen.”

Offering a small amount of meal from 
day one will also increase calves’ intake 

faster, she says.
“Calves are like kids, you’ve got to 

introduce it so they think it’s normal.”
She says calves are so inquisitive they 

will lick, smell and play with it. If it’s got 
molasses in it, it will get stuck on their 
nose and they’ll lick it off and start getting 
a taste for it.

Introducing meal early helps to develop 
the rumen so calves have the capacity to 
digest pasture earlier.

On a whole milk system there is little 
rumen development. On a milk and hay 
diet the muscle integrity in the rumen 
changes because it’s got to build more 

Getting the rumen 
up and running
BY: SHERYL HAITANA

SPECIAL REPORT  |  NUTRITION

ACVM No’s: A3832, A3977.  ®Registered trademark. Schering-Plough                     . 
Phone: 0800 800 543.  www.msd-animal-health.co.nz. NZ/NLX/0518/0003b. © 2020 
Intervet International B.V. All Rights Reserved.

It’s a lifesaver for your lambs 
and your profi t.

Nilvax.® The specialist pre-lamb 5-in-1.
Nilvax combines a powerful 5-in-1 with a powerful 
immune booster. The immune booster increases 
the immune response, increasing the antibodies 
available to the lambs for longer. The vaccine gives 
higher levels of clostridial protection for your lambs 
for up to 4 months. That’s why it’s the specialist 
pre-lamb 5-in-1.

Ask your animal health advisor for Nilvax.

ACVM No’s: A3832, A3977.  ®Registered trademark. Schering-Plough Animal Health Ltd. 

Nilvax.®Nilvax.®Nilvax.  The specialist pre-lamb 5-in-1.
Nilvax combines a powerful 5-in-1 with a powerful 
immune booster. The immune booster increases 
the immune response, increasing the antibodies 
available to the lambs for longer. The vaccine gives 
higher levels of clostridial protection for your lambs 
for up to 4 months. That’s why it’s the specialist 
pre-lamb 5-in-1.

Ask your animal health advisor for Nilvax.

MSD SPV Half Page_CW_145x230.indd   1 14/05/18   12:22



Country-Wide    July 2020 39 

Natalie Hughes, SealesWinslow Nutrition and Quality Manager.

muscle to move that hay around. 
On a diet that includes starches  

and sugars the rumen gets more blood 
supply  and it develops the rumen 
capillaries, which increases the surface  
area of the rumen to absorb nutrients 
better.

“If we can get the rumen up and 
running, once they’re outside eating grass 
their rumen is at the capacity to start 
breaking down grass effectively. 

“You get less of a growth check.”
There are many different types of meal 

and feed on the market. A lot of the 
decision drivers can come down to price/
tonne but Natalie says there are other 
considerations farmers need to factor in:

PALATABILITY 
If they’re not going to eat it, what’s 

the point? We are going to spend a lot of 
money and the calves are not going to 
grow if they’re not going to eat it.

To preserve palatability, farmers need 
to store calf meal well and remove plastic 
shrink wrap from around bagged calf meal 
– it’s not waterproof and it makes the meal 
sweat.

You want the last bag to be as palatable 
and fresh as the first.

ENERGY 
A calf’s rumen is so small that the 

amount they do eat needs to have the 
maximum amount of impact. The National 
Research Council (NRC) recommends for 

a new calf diet the feed should be 13ME. 
The energy should be coming from good 
quality grains. Watch out for high fat 
fillers. We want it to be high energy and 
energy dense.

HIGH QUALITY PROTEIN
When it comes to calf feed, a good 

vegetable protein is important to give 
calves the right amino acids. 

Proteins such as soybean, sunflower, 
peas, canola etc can be broken down  
and rebuilt by the bugs in the rumen  
into the right structures that help a calf 
grow.

NO LOW-QUALITY FILLERS
A calf’s stomach is small so the feed 

shouldn’t be bulked out with a cheap, 
low-quality filler if it’s adding no value. 
To develop rumen papillae calves need 
starches and sugars. NRC recommends a 
35-40% starch concentration.

Palm kernel only has about 4% starch,  
so while it can be feed to animals, aim  
for over 100kg liveweight before it is  
added into the diet. It is not beneficial to 
use in a calf feed for younger calves  
to develop their rumens.

LOW IN FAT
Calves struggle with fat from a 

palatability point of view. The fat can  
also coat the feed in the rumen and the 
bugs can’t break it down. Aim for less  
than 4% fat.

Encouraging Hard Feed 
Intake 
www.youtube.com/
watch?v=mLhmQKU4MpA

WATCH

VITAMINS AND MINERALS
Calves cannot generate their own B 

vitamins until their rumen is fully up 
and running. Ensure that the calf meal 
contains these essential components.  

COCCIDIOSIS 
Make sure to feed the right amount 

for the size of the calf. You can still get 
coccidiosis if you’re not feeding enough. 
For example, a 65kg calf should be eating 
1kg of meal to be getting the right volume 
of coccidiostats in their diet.  This can vary 
from one calf feed to another so best ask 
your supplier what volumes you should be 
aiming for. 

CRUDE PROTEIN 16% VS 20%
When making the decision between 

feeds with 20% and 16% crude protein, 
work out how much a calf has to eat to 
achieve the weight gain you want, thus 
working out the true cost. A trial on 
AgResearch’s Pukawa Station looked at 
weaning calves off milk at 65kg within 
six weeks. One mob was fed 20% crude 
protein pellets and the other mob 16%.

Of the mob fed 20%, 47% got to 65kg in 
six weeks; only 21% of the calves fed 16% 
got to 65kg in that time.  

• To sign up to hear more from Natalie in her 
DWN webinars visit www.dwn.org.nz


