
Expert View: Feed calves for continued 
growth and health through winter

By Lizzy French, United Cooperative feed specialist

As winter continues into the early part of 2018, it is important to remember the energy requirements 
for calves and the importance of adjusting feeding programs to meet energy demands. Calves are 
born with roughly 3% to 4% of body weight as fat, they will die if the negative energy balance 
continues for more than three to five days. In addition to nutritional factors, calf jackets in 
combination with housing in a dry, draft-free environment that is bedded with straw deep enough 
to cover their legs is crucial.

The table below outlines increase in energy demands with falling temperatures and the percent 
increase in energy requirements based on body weight. 

Body Weight 
(lbs)

60° F     32° F Increase in Daily Maintenance 
Requirements from 60° F to 32°F 

5° F Mcal/ME/
day

Increase in Daily Maintenance 
Requirements from 60° F to 5° F

Mcal/ME/day Mcal/ME/day Increase in 
Mcal/ME 
Required Per 
Day

% Increase Increase in 
Mcal/ME 
Requred/Day

% Increase

66 1.31 1.72 0.41 31% 2.14 0.83 63%

88 1.62 2.14 0.52 32% 2.65 1.03 63%

110 1.92 2.53 0.61 32% 3.13 1.21 63%

Remember, if the calf is stressed further by environmental conditions or disease, energy and protein will be insufficient in the diet to 
meet the needs of the calf and it will lose weight.  Ruminants do not metabolize fat as efficiently as non-ruminants, so excess dietary 
fat is the least ideal method to provide additional nutrition to the calf. 

Calves should be offered a highly palatable calf starter that is high in protein (18-22%) and energy beginning at two to three days 
of age and have access to free-choice (low sodium/not softened) warm water within 30 minutes of being fed milk or milk replacer.

Suggestions for winter feeding programs
The dairy producer can pick one of the following three options in a conventional feeding program. Speak with your calf and heifer 
specialist about adjusting automated calf feeding programs. 

1) Continue to feed the calves three quarts of milk or milk replacer twice a day 
but increase the total solids content from 12.5% to 15%. To avoid problems, 
producers need to work closely with their dairy calf nutritionist if they choose 
this option.

2) Continue feeding the calves twice a day but increase the volume of milk or 
milk replacer fed per feeding from three to four quarts.

3) Feed the calves three quarts of milk or milk replacer three times a day instead 
of twice a day. There should be at least a 13- to 14-hour interval between the first 
and third feeding. This is the best option because calves do better when they are 
fed three times a day instead of twice a day.

For more information about winter calf feeding contact your United Cooperative calf or heifer specialist. For 
feed location information go to www.unitedcooperative.com, click on services, feed and scroll to the map on the 
lower part of the page. 


