
Starting Calves Right 
 

By Gabby Wormuth, Dairy & Livestock Specialist  

Springtime is a common time of year when we welcome new 
life onto the farm. When it comes to calves, starting them off 
right is critical in order to reach their full growth potential. 
Calves are the future of our herd. It may be challenging for 
farmers to put forth much emphasis or investment towards 
their calves because they are usually not the main source of 
income on the farm. However, farmers could face 
consequences if they do not start their calves right. So what is 
the actual right way to start calves? 

The first influences of a calf occur in utero. When it comes to 
mating, be sure to avoid genetic disorders or inbreeding. This 
can avoid serious health issues for the calf, along with deformations. Consider selecting bulls with calving 
ease to avoid dystocia problems that could possibly lead to a traumatic and stressful event for both the dam 
and calf. Work closely with your herd nutritionist and veterinarian to have your cattle on a well-balanced; 
this is critical for the cow to maintain her nutritional requirements, as well as grow the calf. These 
considerations could start the calf off right before it is even born.  

At birth, it is critical the calf is born in a clean, safe and stress-free environment. If the cow should need 
assistance calving, be sure to do so when necessary and with great care. If the placement of the calf is 
incorrect and the calf cannot be successfully delivered, contact your veterinarian for assistance. Once the 
calf is born, ensure it can breathe properly with any obstructions in the mouth, nose or throat. The calf 
should be placed in a safe, clean area in front of the cow for the cow to be able to lick the calf clean and dry. 
This will stimulate the calf to stand and the cow to produce oxytocin to let down her milk for the calf to 
receive colostrum. The calf’s navel should be dipped with iodine as soon as possible. Not only does this help 
reduce the risk of infection, but it will also help dry the umbilical cord faster.  

On dairy farms, some cows may not have as strong of maternal instincts as beef cows, so these calves may 
need more assistance. Due to a possible lack of maternal instincts, paired with poor depth perception, dairy 
calves should be placed in an area separate from the cow, yet still able to be in contact through a gated 
barrier, for the calf’s safety. By doing this, calves can avoid injury from being stepped on and avoid ingesting 
manure, which could lead to illness. Colostrum should be harvested using clean milking equipment and fed 
through a bottle. This is the cleanest way for the calf to receive its’ colostrum and ensure the calf receives 
the necessary amount of colostrum: 3-4 quarts of their colostrum, at least 10% of their body weight, within 1
-2 hours after birth. If the calve is unable or unwilling to drink, the colostrum may need to be tubed with an 
esophageal feeding tube, by a trained person. With beef cows having stronger maternal instincts, this close 
human interaction with the calf may not be possible. 

It is important for beef farmers to check on their calves and that they had taken to their mother. This means 
the calf is able to stand and drink the colostrum from the dam. If complications are noticed, human 
intervention may be necessary to assist the cow and calf to learn how to drink or if the cow rejects the calf 
and the calf is unable to nurse, to then bottle feed the calf.  
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  
or jefferson@cornell.edu.  

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 

There is so much more involved with calves from start to weaning. To learn more, register for the webinar 
Calves 101: Starting Them Right on Wednesday, March 24th from 7:00 PM—8:00 PM at https://
cornell.zoom.us/j/92621237561?pwd=RVpUNkxlRk1kVU1SdjZWZ1drVGF5UT09 or contact Gabby Wormuth 
at grw67@cornell.edu or 315-788-8540.  
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