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Calves are separated
from their mothers at
birth: TRUE or FALSE?

FALSE

There are two types of cattle breeding:
e Dairy production, where calves are often separated from their
mothers at birth, although new practices are developing.

Beef production, where calves stay with their mothers for several
months.

KEEP IN MIND

The mother-calf bond is essential for the development of the calf's immune
system, its nutrition and the development of its social behavior.

In dairy farms, the calf is generally separated from its mother within 24 hours,
whereas in suckler farms, the calf is left with its mother until weaning.

However, new practices are being developed to improve the welfare of dairy
calves: calves raised by nurse cows, calves left with their mothers for longer, etc.




The cow-calf bond

After birth, calves depend on their mothers for survival. Firstly, for the intake of
colostruml’], necessary for its immune protection - lacking at birth. But also for the
satisfaction of its nutritional needs through maternal milk. Indeed, at the beginning
of its life, the calf's digestive system is not developed and so it cannot feed on solid
food. Only the abomasum!? is functional and allows it to digest milk. Then
progressively, from 2-3 weeks, calves gradually and naturally begin to consume
fibrous foods (grass, fodder, etc.), thus acquiring their adult digestive system.

Q Did you know?

The adult bovine is polygastric, meaning it has several cavities: three

forestomachs (the reticulum, the rumen and the folium) and the abomasum
which is comparable to the actual stomach. The calf is monogastric, because
only its abomasum is functional. During growth, its digestive system undergoes
major physiological and anatomical changes which allow the forestomachs to
function, making it a ruminant capable of digesting plant fibers.

Under natural conditions, this transition from milk to solid diet occurs gradually over
several months until weaning - when milk feeding ceases, between 8 and 12 months
of age, generally before the next calf’s birth(3l,

The mother also plays a determining role in her calf's behavioral development, by
influencing its feeding behavior and facilitating the development of its social
behavior®, Indeed, during its first few days, the mother is the calf's only social
partner and it is during this period that the cow-calf bond is builtl®. This bond is
considered to be fully established 4 days after birth®. Then, little by little, while
maintaining its preferential bond with its mother, the calf will interact more
frequently with other young of the same age (sniffing, licking, head games, etc.), thus
creating affinity relationships. Separation from the mother then occurs gradually.
After the mother stops suckling, the bond goes on but the mother takes more and
more care of her new calf.
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Calf rearing in dairy farming

Early separation of the calf

In dairy cattle farms, newborns are generally separated from their mothers at birth or
within the first 24 hours, in order to allow the calf to have its first “natural” intake of
colostrum and build its immune system!l. This sudden separation is a source of
stress for both animalst®l.

After separation from their mothers, calves are fed “artificially” from a bucket (with or
without a teat), a feeding device such as the Louve® (a container with several teats),
or an automatic milk dispenser. The feed is either whole milk (from milking), milk
replacer (powder) diluted in hot water, or a combination of both. Calves are then
weaned at around 12 weeks of age.
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After being separated from their mother, calves are usually housed in individual
hutches for a few weeks before being housed in groups. Individual housing allows for
better management of health, feeding and growth.

Q Did you know?

The European directive on calf welfareP! prohibits individual housing after 8
weeks of age. In its latest opinion, EFSA even recommends that calves be housed
in pairs or small stable groups of 2 to 7 calves from their first week of life (before
their 7th day).




The calves’ fate then depends on their sex. Female calves are primarily raised for
herd renewal, meaning they are intended to become future dairy cows, with
their first calving anticipated between 24 and 36 months, depending on the
breed. Typically, they stay on the farm where they were born for their entire
lives. Male calves are raised for meat production and are typically processed as
follows: 61% are processed as veal before 8 months of age, 12% are processed as
young cattle before 24 months, and 6% are processed as beef at 30 to 36
months of agel'. They are usually transferred from their birth farm to
specialized fattening farms at approximately 3 weeks of age.
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The early separation of mother and calf has been a traditional practice in dairy
farming for many years and remains prevalent today. This approach is advocated
because it is believed to increase milk sales (milk has more value than milk replacer),
facilitate better management of the calf's intake of colostrum and milk—thereby
improving growth and health—and because it is thought that the signs of stress in the
calf are minimal when separation occurs promptly after birth.

However, this practice does not respect the animals’ natural behavior and is
increasingly controversial, particularly in regard to animal welfarel'l, Thus, EFSA, in its
latest opinion on calf welfare, recommends that dairy calves be left with their mother
for at least one day after birth!'2],

Practices encouraging cow-calf contact during the first weeks are therefore
developing, even if they are still relatively uncommon('3l,

New practices

Some dairy farmers choose “natural” breastfeeding for future replacement heifers,
leaving them longer with their mothers or putting them with a nurse cow who will
suckle two or three calves. Depending on the practices, weaning takes place between
5 and 9 months.



In cow-nurse rearing, calves generally stay with their mother for a few days before
being transferred to the nurse. Adoption is an important process and generally
several calves are adopted at the same time. The nurses are chosen from cows that
produce less milk or that have good maternal behavior, favoring adoption. In this
breeding style, the calf and its nurse stay together permanently until the calf is
weaned.

In cow-calf rearing, contact between mother and calf can vary from constant contact
to short-term contact several times a day!'. In addition, mother and calf may be
isolated from the rest of the herd for a few days after calving to promote cow-calf
bonding, or may remain in the group of cows about to calve.
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In addition, mother and calf may be isolated from the rest of the herd for a few days
after calving to promote cow-calf bonding, or may remain in the group of cows about
to calvel™l.

In addition, breastfeeding, although less controlled than artificial breastfeeding, has
no negative impact on the health of calves (as long as colostrum quantity and quality
are adapted). Breeders who raise calves with mothers or nurses mostly even observe
an improvement in the health of calves (reduction in the frequency of diarrhea,
respiratory diseases) and cows (reduction in the number of mastitis, improvement in
fertility)tel,

There is a consensus on the positive effect (or at least the absence of negative effects)
on the overall growth of calves weaned later and more gradually"’). However, this
also means that suckler cows provide less milk for sale.

Q Did you know?

Separation stress (agitation, vocalizations, etc.) is greater if separation occurs

after the cow-calf bond has been established than if it occurs directly after
birth('8., On the other hand, once the bond has been established, stress
decreases as weaning occurs later, presumably because the calf is less
dependent on its mother for feedingl'?l.




To ensure the successful implementation of these new practices, several key factors
must be considered, including: effective adoption management, establishing a strong
human-animal bond with young calves, supplemental nutrition for nurse cows, etct?%,
Furthermore, to maintain economic viability, cow-calf or nurse-calf rearing should not
imply costly infrastructure upgrades. Any potential improvements in terms of labor
duration, constraints, or hardship, must at least compensate for the drop in
production.

As the name suggests, in suckler farming, the calf is left with its mother who will suckle
it naturally until weaning. The calf can therefore suckle its mother as it pleases and
weaning is gradual. This practice is made possible because the main production of
such farming type is meat, not milk - which is used to suckle the calf, not sold. It
concerns both female calves and the vast majority of male calves. The majority of
female calves will become replacement heifers. The majority of males will be
slaughtered around the age of 18-24 months, after a fattening period. A few male
calves are raised as suckling calves and sold as veal. They have a slightly different
breeding method. In order to control their feeding and fattening, they are not left
permanently with their mothers but are instead fed at fixed times, determined by the
breeder.
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Traditionally, calf and mother remain together for as long as 6 to 9 months. This
corresponds to what is observed in natural conditions. The age of separation depends
partly on the calving season. In fact, breeding systems are based on grass growth,
which makes it possible to make the most of agricultural land and provide low-cost
feed for the calves’ growth or the mothers’ milk production.

Indeed, if a calf is born during the winter (between November and January), it will go
out to pasture with its mother around March and will start to enjoy spring grass for its
growth. It will be separated from its mother before summer (around June) to be sold
to a fattening breeder, for fattening or breeding.



If born in spring (between February and the end of March), the calf will also go out to
pasture with its mothers but will not benefit from spring grass for its growth because
its digestive system will not yet be developed. The mothers will benefit from the grass
to produce milk and suckle their calves. Calves can start grazing on grass in summer,
but during that period the slow grass growth requires supplementing them with
fodder. Also, to take advantage of the grass that grows again in September, calves are
generally kept with their mothers and sold in the fall (end of September or October).
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In short
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However, some breeders leave future replacement heifers longer with their mothers or put them with a
nurse cow who will suckle 2-3 calves.
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Additional information

See this article by the Institut de I'élevage (Idele): https://idele.fr/detail-article/replay-
webinaire-bien-etre-et-elevage-des-veaux-les-nouveaux-enjeux
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