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Raising Calves for Maximum Production as Cows 

 

      In the last 20 years we have doubled our milk production, but as our population grows 

rapidly, milk consumption per person on a global basis is 14% lower. The dairy industry needs to 

continue to improve production efficiency to feed a growing global population.  Raising 

replacement heifers for growth and health to achieve optimum production is necessary to 

maximize their milk production potential.  

    A target goal for heifers at calving is 650kg (1430 lbs) and 137 to 147cm tall. It is possible to 

reach this size at 22 to 23 months of age with our current Holstein genetics and good heifer 

rearing management practices. The average age at calving in Ontario is approximately 27 

months. Heifers that are undersized at calving will not milk to their genetic expectation.  For 

each additional 70 kg of bodyweight a heifer has at calving, she will produce 1000 L additional 

milk in her first lactation. 

What do we need to know to grow heifers? Calves are very efficient converters of dietary 

energy to growth in early life. While the cost of milk or milk replacer is higher than calf starter, 

the efficiency at converting milk energy to growth is higher than converting calf starter energy 

to growth. Therefore feeding more milk early in life is the cheapest growth you can achieve.  

Calves that are underfed relative to their needs in the first two weeks of life, or are sick with 

calf scours and have their growth slowed, never completely catch up to the calves that are 

healthy and have unlimited access to milk. It is different in calves at 8 to 10 weeks of age. At 

this age if they go through a period of reduced energy intake and slower growth, they can 

regain their bodyweight and growth when their feed energy intake increases. This is referred to 

compensatory growth. In the first two months of life it is estimated that every 100 grams per 

day of bodyweight gain will lead to an extra 250 litres of milk in lactation 1. 



  Diarrhea problems in calves are related to cleanliness. This starts in the calving pen and 

continues in the calf housing area. It begins with the milking and feeding of colostrum and the 

daily hygiene practices given to calf bottles, pails and milk handling.  Pneumonia can still be an 

issue regardless of how clean the environment is, but can be influenced by ventilation, stocking 

density, animal comingling and weather effects. Pneumonia is most common in calves between 

50 and 90 days of age. It results in a drop in average daily gain of the calf. Pneumonia can result 

in permanent lung damage that impairs the future milk production of that calf. As the number 

of pneumonia episodes increases in a calf’s life, the number of lactations she will last in the 

herd drops. If a calf has to be treated for pneumonia three times, the probability of permanent 

lung damage is significant and she should be culled from the herd. 

   Feeding whole milk or milk replacer to calves produces the same growth rates when the same 

grams of solids are consumed each day. Calves may appear to grow better on whole milk 

because the solids content is higher than milk replacer. Also there can be mixing errors when 

feeding milk replacer.  The practice of feeding milk from treated cows to calves is unhealthy 

because this leads to bacteria such as E coli, Pasteurella and Salmonella that are common 

disease agents in calves becoming resistant to antibiotic treatment. 

Production Targets for raising heifers. 

Mortality Rate < 1% 

Bovine Respiratory Disease < 15% 

Bodyweight at Weaning (56 days) 85 kg 

Bodyweight at 250 days of age – 315 kg 

Breed at 400 days of age and approx 400 kg bodyweight, then slow growth rate 

Calve at 23 months of age weighing 650 kg. 

  Raising healthy, fast growing heifers that are big enough to be bred at 13 months old and able 

to calve out by 23 months of age will optimize their milk production and control heifer rearing 

costs. 
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