i ._ P I:E of b "'r:rll:

..: [ ;_..ry N
; x F 4 - r!‘ .II- T
‘Retring calves with cows nature works!

il =

--‘.g__;- Jan'Paul Wagenaar Jos Langhout

—




Not a checklist, but tailor-made advice

A wealth of experience has been built up with the help of the farms that
kept their calves with their cows on their own initiative or as part of this
research project. Going back to nature may seem easy, but creating the
right conditions to ensure this is possible, is not. No two farms are the same,
which means implementing this method requires more than a checklist.
Farmers can get advice on how to get started on the basis of their specific
demands and expectations. Interested? Contact the Louis Bolk Institute or
visit our website www.kalverenbijdekoe.nl
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We would like to thank the institutions whose financial contributions
enabled us to carry out the research project Cows with calves. Firstly, the
Triodos Bank and its members. Both in 2003 and in 2004, the Triodos
Membership Action highlighted Cows with calves. The generous amount of
money that was collected through these actions formed the backbone of
our work. Secondly, the Province of North Holland. From 2003-2005, they
donated a substantial amount of money to enable this innovative research.
Finally, the Ministry of Agriculture and the European project Quality Low
Input Food (QLIF) jointly supported the ongoing research in this area. Our
thanks.
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Research project Cows with calves

Critical consumers asking provocative questions sometimes
make dairy farmers take a closer look at the way they keep their
livestock. An always returning question among consumers is why
calves are separated from their mothers immediately after birth.
While struggling to answer this question, farmers realised that
outsiders found this practice hard accept. On the other hand,
separating calves from cows is an accepted practice in modern
milk production.

This dilemma prompted a group of dairy farmers to look for an
alternative. In 2002, at the start of the research project Cows with
calves, the number of dairy farmers that let newly born calves
suckle their mothers could be counted on one hand. Since then
many have followed their example. Dairy farmers want to know
more about the practicalities of keeping cows with calves. Is the
stable suitable? Will the calves grow wild? Can we trust the cows
to take care of the calves? This brochure outlines what rearing
calves with their mother means for cow, calf and farm.
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Background: separating calves from cows

Why an alternative suckling system?

A function for the cow-calf bond

The reality: no two farms are alike




Jan Vrolijk started keeping cows with calves in 2002.
He was prompted to do so by consumers asking
him why calves are separated from their mothers at

such an early age. In addition the natural method of
did fit well in his extensive style of farming.
ere were more reasons: the uptake of colostrum

ilkeeombined with the gradual exposure to

.'- the farm could increase the general disease

ice of calves. Jan hopes that in the long run he
| #8velop a moreresistant milking herd.

In the first year weaning caused much unrest.

Sometimes the cows w ed than.the

calves. This is why Jan decide ich to a method
using nurse cows. This means t g'arllves that are
born during the summer, stay with'thef? mother and
go to the pasture. Calves that are B"orh,in' the winter
are raised with a nurse cow and stay:ins;de the stable
ing@Separate pen. -

armers believe keeping cows wit UELCH
5 wild. Jan has not noticed any sign his. “I
walk throygh the herd so they are more likely to

alm than wild. As calves get used to being in the
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herd, they develop a feeling for the herd and have no
problem adopting the daily farm routine.”
The first suckled calves became cows at the end of
2004. Jan clearly observes an increase in the natural
behaviour of these cows. “This is good news, but it
also means we will need to learn to deal with the
sometimes negative aspects of natural behaviour such
of weaning and poor milk let down in
arlour. This is a learning process for the



On Durk Oosterhof's farm all
calves stay with their mother,
also calves that leave the farm
after fourteen days. The calves
that stay at the farm remain

Durk Oosterhof, Drachten: “Why didn’t we think of this before?”’

with their mothers for two and
a half months. “After that they
get milk in a bucket, “says
Durk. “The amount of milk is
slowly reduced for a subtle
transition. After weaning the
animals are fed roughage and
some concentrates. You see the
calves joining the cows as they
eat roughage in the stable or
pasture at an early age.”

The expectations are high for
the future. Durk considers the
extra milk that calves drinkas
an investment for the future.
“The calves are given a good

start so that they may become
healthy and sustainable animals =3
with a good resistance.” 1 )
The advantages of keeping the - =
calves with the cows are that -
the herd is calmer. Durk also '-
enjoys it. The same goes for | j
consumers that visit my farm. =
They can clearly see how their =8
milk is produced. Why didn't we '

think about this before?"



The beginning: a new calf

The first moments are very important

The calf drinks more often




Nils Spaans started keeping cows with calves
three years ago. Until then his calves were fed
milk replacer from an automatic milk dispenser.
Nils was not satisfied with the growth and
development of his calves. He was prompted to
change when one of his cows that became crippled
and could not be machine-milked artorg' This
cow was set apart with a few calves

According to Nils it is important that the calf
and the cow spend the first ten to fourteen days
separated from the herd. “This way you can see
if everything is going well. If the mother and calf
become part of a large group, it is more difficult
keep track of them.”
Weaning the calves is another important elen
It is a stressful event for'both the calf and

cow. Nils tries to reduce stress levels asimug
possible. The calves are weaned inSide-Not it
pasture, because then they stray while looking o"r
their mother and the farmer has to go get them
back. He also makes sure the cow and the calf
can still see one another after they are separated

physically. '

In the future, Nils aims at cows calving down

during the summer. The calves spend a lot of time
outdoors which means no space problems inside

the stable and better hygienic conditions. -
Nils points out that a farmer must dare to give the
cow the responsibility for its calf. “But yofl learn

fast, for example telling the difference between a » 1 '

sick calf and calf that is having an off day. In the ;4 , M g‘ ' .
: M - . " .

beginning, my greatest motivation was consumer
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milk consumption (litre)
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Better digestion

The calf grows like a weed
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Mother or nurse cow?

The strong bond between cow and calf

Unanswered questions




i
il grew"up with the idea that farmers have to
take care of the calves. After seeing calves being
suckled on a colleague's farm, | decided to try it
myself. It was a success right from the start.”

e cows enjoy it.”’

o I
el drik Langhout's experience is that the cows

i

it and that calves thrive on being together
h their mothers. He enjoys it himself too. "It's
: tiful to see. In the beginning | was worried
. if a cubicle stable with a slatted floor would
e
" suitable and how other cows would react to

e calves. We also wondered if we would have
" to teach the calves to drink from their mothers.
".” nature is well prepared. When animals have
me and space to develop a strong bond, their
Bt N3 tural behaviour gets a chance to develop.
Calves must always get the first milk from their
- ' hothers, but sometimes you need to give them
" * hand in getting it."
e ;_:lefndrik concludes, “You give part of the milk
b i:cl_( to the calf. It stimulates the natural
o ‘ behaviour of both cow and calf, which improves
< animal health, resistance and contributes to
* sustainable animal farming. It also makes the
- I_-?“j'ﬁt-"#‘" m1|k|ng herd calmer. The calves feel safe and the
e .'calves and the cows together are a whole. When
= 'fFle cows are brought in for milking, the calves
# __ﬁl"'sklp along with them. Sometimes one will lag
hInd but if the distance becomes too great,

e calf will quickly sprint to catch up with the







