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The Delicate Art of

Weaning
Calves

Weaning calves can be a traumatic event for
calves, but if done correctly, can be a lucrative
management tool.

by John Comerford, Penn State Extension Beef Specialist

he most traumatic experience for cow-calf
Tproducers occurs when they wean their
calves — and weaning is not really great
for the calves, either. For the producer, it is about
payday for the calf business. For the calf, it is the
beginning of a series of tough, and sometimes lethal,
events. Losing Mom, vaccinations, new feed, new
places to find water, transportation and commingling
with new cattle are all sources of stress to the newly-weaned
calves, and they are additive in nature. We often see the value of
preconditioned and weaned calves being significantly higher than
auction calves that were often weaned on the way to the sale barn.
The reason is the calf has adapted to weaning and is ready to eat
and to perform more quickly and with less potential for disease.

Weaning methods

The typical weaning method is to sort all the calves from the cows,
to shut the calves up in a barn, to move the cows as far away as
possible, and then to put up with the bawling for a few days. What
happens if we reverse this picture?
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Breaking the dam-young bond may be the most important
factor in weaning. Weaned calves placed in a group will quickly
bond to other calves if the dam is removed. A 2003 Penn State
study showed this period of adaptation can be influenced by
leaving dams within hearing of the newly weaned calves. Calves
left within hearing of their dams developed new bonds with
fewer signs of distress by three days after weaning, while calves
removed from hearing of their dam took an average of six days
to show reduced signs of distress. In this case we may want to
consider putting the cows in the barn drylot and leaving the
calves in the pasture.

Fenceline weaning is a variation where cows and calves
have both visual and hearing contact with the dam. The first
consideration is fencing. Fencing should, of course, be substantial
enough to prevent the calves from nursing and to keep the cows
and calves separated. One method to ease the distress for calves in
fenceline weaning is to pasture the cows and calves together in the
pasture where the calves will be after weaning for a few days. This
allows the calves to find water and feed more easily. If this is not
possible, put a yearling heifer or a dry cow in the pasture with the
calves to help lead them to feed and water.

Since there should be some return for weaning calves prior
to marketing, it is important they gain some weight during the
weaning period. Obviously, feed intake is not a high priority at
weaning. For pasture-based weaning, this means the forage must
be plentiful and be high quality. Additional supplements can be
added to increase weight gain, but they should be limited to 1%
of the bodyweight or less to be efficiently used. Can fenceline
weaning actually increase weaning weight and gain? The results in
Table 1 from an Oklahoma test show it is possible.

As long as they do not get sick, traditionally-weaned calves will
usually catch up to their fenceline counterparts, if given enough
time. However, as in the case in Table 1, having three of 10 calves
get sick is enough reason to consider alternative weaning methods.

Market access

There is substantial evidence to show transported, weaned
calves will perform better and with less sickness in the feedlot
compared to unweaned calves. A combination of weaning with
a vaccination program will allow many producers to gain access
to preconditioned calf markets. It is important that access to a
marketing program be available before considering marketing
preconditioned calves. Feedlots and backgrounding operations
will discount the value of calves in small groups because of the
cost of transportation. Therefore, a producer with less than 40,000
Ib. of uniform calves will usually not get optimum returns for
preconditioning calves.

Pennsylvania and other states in the Northeast have cooperative
marketing programs that allow small producers to gain access to
higher-value preconditioned calf markets, and this association will
be essential in recovering costs and gaining a premium value for
weaned and vaccinated calves.

A second marketing option available for the weaned calf comes
from retained ownership of the calf. Current market conditions
and feed costs favor feeding larger cattle for a shorter period of
time in the feedlot, so demand for larger and older cattle has the
potential to increase. To capture the added value of the larger
feeder calf, producers will need to have a management plan
that includes weaning. As long as forage is available, retaining
ownership will allow the owner to gain flexibility for the date of
sale and to take advantage of sporadic changes in markets caused
by grain and cattle prices.

Weaning is still a traumatic event for calves and people, but
it can be a lucrative management tool as well. Nontraditional
weaning and marketing methods are needed to get the best
returns to the enterprise. HW

Table 1: Fenceline weaning

Item Fenceline | Traditional
Number of calves 61 61

Avg. weight (Ib.): beginning 476 481
Avg. weight (Ib.): ending 511 501
Days to 1% consumption 5 4
Daily consumption (Ib./head): Supplement 4.63 474
Daily consumption (Ib./head): Hay 3.04 8.50
Morbidity (%) 0 33
Mortality (%) 0 0

Source: Whitley and Shankles, 2003.
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