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PROLOGUEPROLOGUE
This guide is written as part of the DISARM project 
‘Disseminating Innovative Solutions for Antibiotic 
Resistance Management’, funded by the European 
Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation 
programme under grant agreement 817591.

The DISARM project aims to reduce antibiotic 
resistance through a focus on disease prevention and 
animal health, thereby reducing the need for antibiotic 
use. DISARM has a wide range of resources available 
via our website and YouTube channel. We also have 
a vibrant and knowledgeable community within our 
Facebook discussion group (we welcome you to join, 
simply click this link and answer some short questions 
to gain access), and wider social media channels: 
Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn. 

DISARM also promotes the multi-actor approach – 
different people (farmers, veterinarians, nutritionists 
and other advisors) working together towards improved 
animal health and farm performance. If you want to 
find out more about this, check out our toolbox to get 
started! 

This guide was based on the information that was 
gathered during the DISARM project; it should not be 
considered as a complete reference book. It gives a 
useful overview with links to practical videos, abstracts, 
articles, testimonies etc., to facilitate good practices. 
Not all recommendations will be applicable or suitable 
for your farm and any interventions should be discussed 
with your farm advisor(s).

While all reasonable efforts have been taken by the author to ensure the validity of this Best Practice Guide, the DISARM project team and funding agency accept no 
liability for any loss or damage stemming from reliance upon this document. Use this document at your own risk, and please consult your veterinarian and/or advisor(s) 
to ensure the actions you wish to pursue suit your farm.

DISCLAIMER

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 Research and Innovation Programme 
under grant agreement no. 817591. The contents of this publication are the sole responsibility of the DISARM 
project and do not necessarily reflect the opinion of the European Union.

This guide is one of the 10 Best Practice guides 
made during the DISARM project. The 10 guides 
all have the goal to inform you about a specific 
topic in order to reduce the antimicrobial use in 
the livestock industry.

The other DISARM Best Practice guides can be 
found here.

Visit our WebsiteWebsite

Find us on FacebookFacebook

Follow us on TwitterTwitter

Watch us on YouTubeYouTube

Follow us on LinkedInLinkedIn

Coordinated by Partners

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 
research and innovation programme under Grant Agreement No 817591Coordinated byCoordinated by PartnersPartners
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https://disarmproject.eu/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC-Kj94o7lDSANhD7bSx13Sw
https://www.facebook.com/groups/242076006728832
https://twitter.com/ProjectDisarm/
https://www.facebook.com/ProjectDisarm/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/disarm-project/
https://disarmproject.eu/what-we-do/farm-health-toolbox/
https://disarmproject.eu/best-practice-guides/ 
https://disarmproject.eu/best-practice-guides/ 
https://disarmproject.eu/
https://www.facebook.com/ProjectDisarm/
https://twitter.com/ProjectDisarm/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC-Kj94o7lDSANhD7bSx13Sw
https://www.linkedin.com/company/disarm-project/
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Calf rearingCalf rearing
The way we care for calves on farms can have major 
and long-lasting effects: not just at the farm level, but 
throughout the industry, where issues such as animal 
welfare, animal diseases and food safety can have 
significant consequences. A practical guide to all calf 
management aspects of rearing healthy calves must 
include contributions from a wide range of experts 
including farmers, animal scientists and veterinarians 
to identify best practices in calf rearing to ensure their 
health and well-being. Dairy farmers make decisions 
every day that can affect the health and welfare of 
their calves. 

To obtain healthy animals in conditions of full well-
being, the calves are raised in an environment with low 
thermal stress.

In Europe, calves of 2-14 weeks of age are mostly 
kept in individual housing that allow communication 
between the calves and which are positioned outside. 
In the United States, about 68% of farms use individual 
speakers and cages, and in Canada they are 88% used.

8-12 days before calving, the cow is brought to 
the maternity ward, then a rigorous body hygiene is 
performed to prepare the calving and a special diet is 
provided.

Immediately after birth, the calf is often:
cleaned/rubbed with rough textile material by 
energetic movements on the surface of the skin to 
activate the peripheral circulation as a mother cow 
would do by licking the calf;
the umbilical cord is cleaned with iodine tincture;
attention is paid to breathing and calf activity.

The way in which the parturition took place has 
a significant impact on the viability of the calves, 
because in the first month of life the mortality rate in 
cases of calving difficulty is high, and this may affect 
about 20-25% of calves. Following slow/difficult calving, 
1-5% of calves develop lung and digestive disorders, and 
farmers’ interventions and veterinary care in the case of 
heavy calving can significantly reduce losses.

The calf should ingest colostrum as soon as possible 
(within a couple of hours), in order to benefit from the 
passive immunity transmitted via colostrum from the 
mother cow to the calf. Management routines can help 

INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION

ACTIONS TO ACHIEVE  ACTIONS TO ACHIEVE  
THE OBJECTIVES OF REARING  THE OBJECTIVES OF REARING  

YOUNG STOCKYOUNG STOCK

The rearing of young animals involves nutrition, 
housing and care during the first days, weeks or 
months of life. In cattle, sheep and pigs this is primarily 
focused on the suckling period from birth to weaning. 
The neonatal period is a very important stage - animals 
are very sensitive and vulnerable to disease, stress and 
environmental challenges so require special attention 
and care. Animals’ early life experiences can also have a 
considerable impact on their health and performance 
later in life.

Foetal development also influences the performance 
of young animals, but this is not covered in this Best 
Practice Guide. Here we focus on management 
strategies for young animals after they are born. 

Why is Early Rearing Important?

ensure colostrum intake and vaccinating the dam 
can help improve calf vigour (in French). In the sub-
colostrum phase, the calves are kept in the maternity 
ward in cages separated from the mother cow, or 
together in a calving box, and after a week they are 
moved to individual hutches outside or boxes inside, 
depending on the rearing system used on the farm.

Pathogenic agents
Microbial of the 
environment
Changing food 
system
Housing conditions

Calving difficulties
Breathing system 
changes
The absence of 
antibodies
Climatic factors

Factors of Aggression in the Neonatal PhaseFactors of Aggression in the Neonatal Phase

Poultry Rearing

Raising Calves without antibiotics

Early rearing phase represents a key period in 
breeding and requires special technical and sanitary 
management to ensure the competitiveness of poultry 
production and welfare. 30 Label Rouge poultry flocks 
were sampled. Data on the environment, feeding, 
watering, cleaning and disinfection management, 
body weight and body condition monitoring were 
collected and a questionnaire was also sent to the 
farmer to identify its practices. The selected variables 
of interest, were: weight, homogeneity of the batch, 
rate of pododermatitis, mortality and welfare rating at 
15 days. From the study it was found that the origin of 
the chicks had a significant impact on the weight, the 
homogeneity of the batch and the mortality at 15 days. 
Access to specific start-up feeding equipment also 
appears to influence the weight, homogeneity and rate 
of pododermatitis at the end of the start. This rate is also 
influenced by the quality of the litter in breeding. More 
information about early postnatal rearing conditions of 
broilers influencing antibiotic use and mortality in the 
first 10 day can be read here.

A UK study showed that on average, 14.5% of live born 
dairy heifers fail to reach their first lactation, with 
pneumonia the biggest known cause of mortality in 
calves aged 1 to 6 months. Another UK study examining 
calf lungs at slaughter showed that beef calves with 
healthy lungs gained 72g/day more than those with 
moderate lung damage, and 202g/day more than 
those with severe damage. The foundation of every 
calf’s lifetime performance begins at birth. The first two 
months are of particular importance – a direct link has 
been made between heifer growth rates during the 
first few months of life and age at first calving, first and 
second lactation milk yield and longevity in the dairy 
herd. If a young reared calf does not grow effectively in 
the first months, it can be too late to simply ‘catch up 
later’. Therefore, careful, proactive management of the 
reared calf is critical to maximise future productivity.

https://www.dairyaustralia.com.au/resource-repository/2020/07/09/rearing-healthy-calves-manual--second-edition
https://www.dairyaustralia.com.au/resource-repository/2020/07/09/rearing-healthy-calves-manual--second-edition
https://www.dairyaustralia.com.au/resource-repository/2020/07/09/rearing-healthy-calves-manual--second-edition
https://actavetscand.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13028-019-0442-8
http://journees3r.fr/spip.php?article4943
http://journees3r.fr/spip.php?article4943
https://www.itavi.asso.fr/content/le-demarrage-en-production-de-poulets-de-chair-label-rouge
https://www.itavi.asso.fr/content/le-demarrage-des-poulets-de-chair-jeuneaviplus
https://www.zoetis.co.uk/_locale-assets/pdf/rispoval-dairy-calves-leaflet-clean.pdf
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The quantitative actions aim to increase the number 
of calves by:

using for reproduction all cows and heifers suitable 
for this function;
reducing the incidence of infertility and the calving 
interval;
avoiding abortions by eliminating the causes 
(infection, food, trauma);
reduction of calf mortality through calving assistance, 
hygiene measures and providing an appropriate 
microclimate.
It is reflected by the weaning rate of the total number 

of calves born and the rate of the first calving of the 
number of females born.

The qualitative actions aim to achieve a better 
future generation than the current one, as follows:

ensuring a higher genetic potential from one 
generation to the next;
ensuring optimal conditions for the rearing and 
development of youngstock in order to be able to 
extend their productive potential.
The qualitative part of youngstock rearing is reflected 

in the rate of transition to the basic herd.

The economic actions aim to increase the economic 
efficiency of dairy farming as follows:

optimizing the average daily growth rate of calves;
reduction of fixed costs;
increased labour productivity.

Raising Piglets without antibiotics
The main objective is to reduce the risk of contacting 
pathogens that would require the use of antibiotics, 
such as pathogens that cause diarrhoea in piglets.

Diarrhoea in piglets can be caused by several 
pathogenic agents, including Campylobacter spp., 
Clostridium perfringens, Escherichia coli, Salmonella 
spp., group A rotavirus (RV-A), coronaviruses 
(transmissible gastroenteritis virus—TGEV; porcine 
epidemic diarrhoea virus—PEDV), as well as by 
nematode and protozoan parasites, see here.

Another study shows that E. coli, C. perfringens type 
A, rotavirus, and C. difficile are enteric pathogens of 
concern for swine farrowing operations and further 
research is required to understand the reasons for the 
cases that are not diagnosed.

The use of alternative by-products or ingredients, 
with functional properties brings the opportunity to 
improve pig health and thus, reduce medicalization. 
See here, here, and here.

The general objectives in raising piglets are:
ensuring an appropriate daily growth rate;
capitalizing on existing resources and environmental 
conditions;
adopting technological solutions with low 
consumption of materials, energy and labour;
maximizing labour productivity and rate of return;
stimulating natural host defences through the use 
of substances able to modulate immune functions 
(e.g., spray-dried animal plasma, yeast derivates).

Despite the hygienic, technical and immune 
preventive efforts during the last years, 
enteropathogens are still common in some 
European piglet production units.

Raising Poultry without antibiotics
The use of plant extracts in poultry feed is a promising 
approach to reinforce the animals’ natural defences. 
However, this approach is limited by the lack of 
robust references and solid methodological bases. A 
bibliographic study helped identifying 4 plant extracts: 
Astragalus, Echinacea, Ginseng and Melissa. Astragalus, 
Echinacea, Ginseng and Melissa had little or no cytotoxic 
effects. Results from experiments with Melissa and 
Ginseng suggest these may have immune stimulating 
activities. The Melissa and Ginseng extracts appear to 
be non-cytotoxic candidates, capable of stimulating 
the natural defences of poultry.

In a context of antibiotic restraint, colibacillosis 
prevention in chicken farms should be maximized. 
This disease is commonly treated with antibiotics. 
Understanding the psychological and social context 
in which farmers operate can have an impact 
management of avian.

The major incentives to prevent the avian colibacillosis 
were the desire to improve farm income and to reduce 
antibiotic use. Statistical analysis showed five farmers 
profiles. Advice should be adapted according to these 
profiles: “experimented little motivated farmers”, 
“young and independent farmers”, “farmers with 
others priorities”, “motivated with small chicken house 
farmers” and “risk taker farmers”.

Antimicrobial usage is most common trigger for the 
spread of antimicrobial resistance however reducing 
antibiotic use only is not sufficient to reverse resistance. 
Only eliminating antimicrobial selection pressure 
does not lead to plasmid loss in all plasmid/host 
combinations. Reduction in antimicrobial usage must 
be combined with alternative approaches that target 
the loss of the resistance gene, in order to slow down 
the spread of resistance.

Even with good management, bacterial infections 
stemming from the imbalance of the gut microbiota 
can cause production losses in layers. Preventive 
nutrition strategies that support gut performance can 
offer a cost-effective alternative to antibiotic application, 
particularly around peak production. In fact, unsaleable 
eggs and the challenge of drug-resistant bacteria can 
make antibiotic application more expensive than non-
antibiotic alternatives. Organic acids and phytogenic 
feed additives have been accepted as an efficient tool 
to prevent and control disease proliferation in poultry.

WHY IS COLOSTRUM  WHY IS COLOSTRUM  
PERIOD SO IMPORTANT TO  PERIOD SO IMPORTANT TO  

THE NEW-BORN CALF?THE NEW-BORN CALF?

The colostrum period, or the first three days postpartum 
period, is an important period of transfer of passive 
immunity from cow to calf. In the absence of colostrum, 
the susceptibility of calves to infections will increase 
severely because they are born with insufficient 
immunoglobulins. The naïve immune status of calves 
at birth it is due to the inability of immunoglobulins to 
transfer through the wall of the placenta from the dam 
to the foetus.

The calf pathology can be prevented by the passive 
transfer of high quantity of colostrum immunoglobulins 
in the first hours of life.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5437690/pdf/13028_2017_Article_299.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3788656/pdf/cjvr_10_254.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3788656/pdf/cjvr_10_254.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3788656/pdf/cjvr_10_254.pdf
https://www.mdpi.com/2076-2615/10/2/242
https://jasbsci.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s40104-015-0042-z
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1751731118000873?via%3Dihub
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/221972346_Natural_alternatives_to_in-feed_antibiotics_in_pig_production_Can_immunomodulators_play_a_role
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1439-0450.2001.00431.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1439-0450.2001.00431.x
https://hal.inrae.fr/hal-02734430
https://hal.inrae.fr/hal-02734430
https://www.itavi.asso.fr/content/freins-et-motivations-des-eleveurs-de-poulets-mettre-en-place-des-mesures-preventives-contre
https://www.itavi.asso.fr/content/freins-et-motivations-des-eleveurs-de-poulets-mettre-en-place-des-mesures-preventives-contre
https://journals.asm.org/doi/10.1128/aac.00380-19?permanently=true
https://journals.asm.org/doi/10.1128/aac.00380-19?permanently=true
https://www.biomin.net/science-hub/a-profitable-preventive-approach-to-gut-health-in-layers/
https://www.biomin.net/science-hub/a-profitable-preventive-approach-to-gut-health-in-layers/
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Furman-Fratczak et al. (2011) recorded the lowest 
morbidity and intensity of disease in heifer calves with 
serum γ-globulin levels >10 g/L at 30 to 60 h. Moreover, 
the heifer calves grew better and reached the optimal 
weight for first insemination sooner.

Several factors are involved in the development of 
a strong immunity and effective protection against 
neonatal diseases. Novo et al. (2017) reported that the 
calves which received fresh colostrum from their own 
dams have a more robust physiological development, 
while calves which received frozen colostrum from 
donors have more pale mucous membranes, and 
anaemia during episodes of diarrhoea.

Also, inadequate absorption of colostrum 
immunoglobulins in the first hours of the calf’s life 
results in poor transfer of passive immunity, leading 
to an increased risk of mortality and decreased health 
and longevity. Morin et al. (2021) found that the odds 
of adequate transfer of passive immunity (of calves 
in small herds) were influenced by the quantity of 
colostrum at first meal (2.6 times higher in calves 
receiving ≥2.5 L colostrum), by the colostrum Brix 
refractance (2.9 times higher in calves receiving ≥24.5% 
Brix colostrum), and by the period of time when calves 
received colostrum after birth (1.6 times higher in calves 
receiving colostrum).

Colostrum contains nutrients, antimicrobial factors 
and growth factors, but also valuable microflora. In this 
way, an adequate colostrum provision improves the 
animal’s future productivity because it has a positive 
effect on the establishment and development of the 
gut microbiota.

The natural probiotic microflora (i.e., Bifidobacterium 
and Lactobacillus) of colostrum reduced colonization 
with E coli and diminished the incidence/severity of 
neonatal calf diarrhoea when calves were fed heat-
treated colostrum soon after birth (De Dea Lindner et 
al., 2011; Malmuthuge et al., 2015).

Other benefits of a suitable colostrum provision arise 
from the long-term productivity and longevity of the 
future dairy cows. Calves having adequate serum IgG 1 
or 2 days after birth increases the subsequent average 
daily gain until weaning, resulting in a reduction of the 
age at first service and calving with a visible reduction 
in the cost of replacement programs.

The reduction of culling rates and increase of 
lactational performance were reported by Faber et 
al. (2005) when heifers received 4 L of colostrum. 
The costs of raising replacement dairy heifers were 
significantly reduced if the culling rate was low (Tozer 
and Heinrichs, 2001).

DeNise et al. (1989) studied the effects of passive 
immunity on subsequent production in dairy heifers 
and concluded that the colostral immunoglobulins may 

be an indicator of subsequent growth and production, 
i.e., a larger milk production and fat content.

ZLTO has developed a colostrum management 
protocol:

Milk the cow immediately after birth. The first 
colostrum is of the very best quality.
Measure the quality of the colostrum to determine 
the amount of antibodies using a colostrometer 
or hydrometer. Discard colostrum with quality <50 
g/L. This gives you certainty about the amount of 
antibodies in the colostrum rather than guessing 
from appearance.
Make sure that the colostrum and feeding equipment 
is clean. Dirt contains bacteria and will reduce the 
effect of the antibodies in the colostrum.
Within 1 hour after birth, give the calf 4 litres (10% 
of body weight if known) of colostrum of around 40 
degrees Celsius. The quicker the colostrum is given 
after birth the more antibodies the calf can absorb 
through its gut.
Preferably use a teat when administering colostrum. 
This provides a sucking reflex which stimulates the 
intestinal function.
Freeze remaining colostrum for reserves at a constant 
temperature of -18 degrees. Label colostrum with 
dam number and date and discard colostrum from 
Johnes positive cows.
The second milking for a second colostrum feed 
should take place 12 to 18 hours after birth to ensure 
that the calf has absorbed enough antibodies.
Discuss the colostrum protocol with the ZLTO advisor 
or your veterinarian.

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022030211005819
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rvsc.2017.01.025
https://doi.org/10.3168/jds.2020-19476
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/268377034_Recovery_and_Identification_of_Bovine_Colostrum_Microflora_Using_Traditional_and_Molecular_Approaches
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/268377034_Recovery_and_Identification_of_Bovine_Colostrum_Microflora_Using_Traditional_and_Molecular_Approaches
https://doi.org/10.3168/jds.2015-9607
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.1076.8808&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.1076.8808&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://www.journalofdairyscience.org/article/S0022-0302(01)74623-1/pdf
https://www.journalofdairyscience.org/article/S0022-0302(01)74623-1/pdf
https://www.journalofdairyscience.org/article/S0022-0302(89)79140-2/pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xlwf13hhbRQ&ab_channel=DISARMProject
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xlwf13hhbRQ&ab_channel=DISARMProject
https://disarmproject.eu/resources/colostrum-management-protocol-for-calves/
https://disarmproject.eu/resources/colostrum-management-protocol-for-calves/
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HOW IMPORTANT IS  HOW IMPORTANT IS  
WEANING MANAGEMENT  WEANING MANAGEMENT  

OF CALVES?OF CALVES?

Very Early Weaning of Dairy-replacement 
Calves 
Very early weaning is done at the age of 3-5 weeks. As 
of that age, the calves are fed with milk substitutes and 
starter-type solid feed combined fodder.

If the rumen of the calves is developed, very early 
weaning can have good results. By accustoming the 
calf to the consumption of concentrates and water, 
the rumen also develops with the help of volatile fatty 
acids.

To stimulate the consumption of concentrated feed, 
calves receive solid feed from the second day of life. The 
main requirement for successful weaning is that the 
calf has been consuming at least 1.5-2 kg of feed per 
day for at least 3 consecutive days.

If the calves do not consume concentrated feed on 
their own, it is necessary to feed them manually or to 
encourage them to eat solids by placing a quantity 
of concentrate on the bottom of the sucker bucket 
immediately after feeding on milk.

The digestive system of calves is not complete and 
sufficiently developed at the age of 3 weeks, so it is 
recommended that the minimum weaning age be 
4 weeks. Voluntary consumption of compound feed 
increases rapidly after weaning.

Early Weaning of Calves
Early weaning is done at the age of 40 - 120 days and 
is practiced in young stock, fed intensively with milk 
substitutes and concentrated feed. It is the most widely 
used system in dairy farms.

Determining the optimal weaning time for calves 
is determined by body weight and age. Currently, 
the timing of weaning calves is determined by the 
voluntary consumption of plant-based feed, mainly by 
the voluntary consumption of compound feed.

Early consumption of concentrated feed allows 
the rapid increase of voluntary consumption and 
thus to also reduce the age of the optimal weaning 
moment. 

To adopt this fattening method, the calf must 
consume at least 500–700 g of vegetable feed per day. 
The earlier the consumption of vegetable feed starts, 
the faster the optimal weaning time. 

Early weaning of calves brings a number of financial and 
technological advantages, as follows:

reduces the cost of milk feeding calves;
increases the financial efficiency of the farm, 
by increasing the amount of milk destined for 
processing;
the early consumption of fodder of vegetable origin, 
favours the development of the rumen and the 
voluntary consumption of fodder, with a positive 
influence on the future productive life.

Late Weaning of Calves
It is done at the age of 4-5 months for dairy calves and 
at 7-8 months for meat breeds. At weaning the calf 
must be able to consume 1kg of concentrates and 2.5kg 
of hay or equivalent in green mass.

Recommendations

Preparing Heifers for Reproduction

Technical Actions

Weaning should be done gradually, in 7-10 days, to 
avoid the specific crisis (weaning);
In the case of artificial suckling, weaning is achieved 
by reducing the amount of milk, administered daily, 
while increasing the dry food supplement;
In the case of natural sucking, weaning is done by 
gradually reducing the amount of milk given;
By restricting the amount of milk or substitute 
daily and introducing a concentrated feed and hay 
supplement into the ration, the calf is encouraged to 
consume these feeds from a very young age, leading 
to more accelerated development of the digestive 
tract;
Regardless of the age at which weaning is done, in 
order to reduce and even avoid specific stress, it is 
recommended to keep the calves in the same cages, 
boxes or compartments, where they were housed 
during the suckling period, another 5-6 days after 
stopping the administration of milk.

The term is established according to the criteria:
Sexual maturity: represents the moment when the 
body becomes able to reproduce. In calves, the age is 
generally 15 months;
Body weight: when the calves reach 70-75% of the 
adult weight, respectively over 400 kg;
Age: the precocity of the breed is calculated. Heifers 
are generally introduced at 16-20 months of age for 
reproduction;
Body development: heifers at first service to achieve 
90-95% of adult height, 85-90% of length and 80-85% 
of width;

In order to achieve a good reproductive ability, young 
females must be kept in groups:

insemination preparation group: 14–16-month-old;
group for insemination: minimum age 15 months, this 
batch must be closely monitored for insemination;
group of inseminated heifers must be followed for a 
maximum of 2 months to see if the heat returns;
group of heifers diagnosed pregnant.



www.disarmproject.euBest Practice Guide - Youngstock Management and Early Rearing 77

HOW IMPORTANT IS THE HOW IMPORTANT IS THE 
REARING OF PIGLETS?REARING OF PIGLETS?

HOW IMPORTANT IS THE HOW IMPORTANT IS THE 
REARING OF LAMBS?REARING OF LAMBS?

Piglet rearing. On large farms, smaller piglets are 
distributed to suckling sows (which farrow on the 
same day and the piglets are less than the number of 
functional nipples).

 If there are no nurse sows with close farrowing, the 
piglets can be brought to them only after the colostrum 
period. After birth, the piglet thermoregulatory 
mechanism is installed after 48 hours. To this can be 
added the deficient microclimate conditions, thus 
together they induce hypoglycaemia in piglets. This is 
manifested by loss of appetite, muscle tremors, general 
weakness and unsafe movements. Because of this, the 
piglets can no longer suck and remain in the resting area 
that they do not leave. Prevention of hypoglycaemia 
in suckling piglets refers to: providing colostrum in 
the first hours of life; ensuring optimal microclimate 
conditions (temperature 30°C- 32°C, humidity 60-65%); 
administration of glucose by injection or by mouth, 5 
ml each for 3 days. Given the importance of colostrum, 
piglets will suck at the latest one hour after birth and 
then every hour.

The Importance of Colostrum in Piglets
Immediately after calving, it is very important that 
the piglets suck colostrum, which protects them 
from infections in the first days of life, as they do not 
have immunity during farrowing, because the sow’s 
placenta does not allow the transfer of antibodies from 
the mother to the embryos. This transfer is made only 
through the colostrum that the piglets consume in the 
first hours of life. Piglets that do not suck colostrum 
usually do not survive. The less developed piglets are 
sucked at the pectoral nipples, which give more milk.

The milk production of the sow provides the entire 
necessary nutrients and energy of the piglets until the 
age of 3 weeks.

After this age, due to the increased requirements 
of piglets, additional feeding with other feeds is 
mandatory.

So, the milk influences the body growth of the piglets 
until the age of 3-4 weeks (when the lactating capacity 
of the sow is determined), after which the weight gain 
is influenced only by the additional feed.

Getting used to the extra food should start at 7-10 
days, using fried grains (especially barley). In the first 
days, about 50 g of feed / piglet are given.

The rules of weaning refer mainly to the gradual 
transition of piglets from the infant regime to the 
regime of weaned piglets, namely: the habituation of 
piglets with the consumption of additional fodder from 
the age of 7-8 days; reducing the number of sucking 
by 4-5 days before weaning. Reducing the number of 
sucking leads the piglets to consume additional feed in 
larger quantities.

This action is recommended as follows:
5 days before weaning, 4-5 sucking;
4 days before weaning, 3-4 sucking;
3 days before weaning, 2-3 sucking;
2 days before weaning, 1-2 sucking;
one sucking on the day of weaning.

The nursery production process begins with the 
takeover of the compartment after moving the previous 
series. It is cleaned, washed, disinfected, washed again 
with a strong stream of water, whitewashed and heated 
to the temperature required for the piglets.

The weaned piglets move from the farrowing unit 
to the nursery, either with the technological trailer or 
on foot, the handling of the animals being done gently 
and patiently.

At the same time, there is sex separation, even when 
the males have been castrated, due to different growth 
rates. The category of “young stock” includes piglets 
that have reached a weight of about 25-30 kg and an 
age of 90-120 days. They remain in this category until 
the age of 8-9 months when the young boars reach 
weights of 120-130 kg, and the young sows 110-120 kg.

After this age, but especially after reaching these 
weights, the animals enter the reproduction sector.

Animal health is a criterion for assessing the welfare 
of farms and helps to adopt new technologies. Animal 
behaviour is a topical issue that guides the adoption 
of feeding and housing systems with influences on 
rearing. Recent studies have shown that feeding and 
resting behaviour changes in young stock at the time 
of illness and pain so that precision stock  monitoring 
can help detect early signs of weakness in animals.

Weaning Piglets

The rearing of young animals is based on a set of 
preventive measures to limit the occurrence of infections 
and their spread within the herd. Surveillance and care 
are therefore required from a very young age. Whereas 
diseases occur and after diagnosis, antibiotic treatment 
may be necessary. Read more here (in French).

The rearing of lambs must consider good practices 
related to the building and hygiene. Good practices 
related to the building to protect the lambs are biosecurity 
measures, watering, technical recommendations for 
the organisation and layout of the sheepfold, littering, 
cleaning and disinfection of the sheepfold, lighting and 
ventilation. Read more here (in French).

This farmer believes that a visibly-improved 
colostrum quality is a major reason for the reduction 
in the prevalence of the disease. This also has to do 
with gradual improvements like better ewe nutrition, 
genetics and general health.

https://idele.fr/?eID=cmis_download&oID=workspace://SpacesStore/f2104eea-0696-4379-8803-bde4f2437e32
https://idele.fr/?eID=cmis_download&oID=workspace://SpacesStore/5d181f32-1d59-4e3b-bb3f-82d0cd126b7f
https://www.farmantibiotics.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Isaac-Crilly-sheep-Northern-Ireland.pdf
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The Importance of Colostrum in Lambs
Feeding the newborn ruminants with adequate 
quantity of colostrum, as early as possible after birth, 
is an effective good practice to obtain good passive 
immune transfer for optimal protection of lambs, so 
their health is improved and less likely to need antibiotic 
treatments for the infections.

Lambs need to be fed an amount of colostrum 
(pasteurized at 63°C for 30 minutes) equivalent to 8 g 
of IgG/ Kg body weight, divided into three equal meals 
in the first 24 h after birth, given 2, 14 and 24 hours after 
birth. This corresponds, on average, to about 150-200 ml 
colostrum per feeding.

HOW IMPORTANT IS THE HOW IMPORTANT IS THE 
REARING OF POULTS?REARING OF POULTS?

The conditions in early life influence the health and 
behaviour of chicks for a long time. 

Conventional broiler chicks that are transported 
to the broiler farm shortly after birth can suffer from 
the stress of handling in the hatchery, feed and 
water deprivation, and during the transport. This 

stress is detrimental for the birds’ immunological 
and physiological development resulting in less 
resilient birds. The different outcome systems show no 
difference in behaviour in the pens, but broilers that 
hatch in the barn show less mortality, have a better 
health and less foot sole lesions than those hatching in 
traditional system. 

Broiler farmers generally have a lot of confidence in 
the drinking water they serve to their chicks. Especially 
when this comes from the water company. However, 
this confidence is often not justified. In fact, research 
shows that almost 8 percent of water at nipple level 
was unsuitable and almost 20 percent less suitable 
as drinking water for poultry. Water quality deserves 
continuous attention.

An optimal gut health is crucial for healthy growth 
of broilers. Several factors such as high environmental 
temperatures, put more stress on the health and 
integrity of the gut. In supplementation of zinc as a 
complex with amino acids has larger effects on gut 
health of broilers compared to an inorganic source such 
as ZnSO4. Especially in periods of stress larger effects are 
observed regarding feed conversion, gut morphology 
and meat quality. Zinc is an essential trace element that 
is known to be part of several biological processes. The 
best results are attained when supplementing in feed 
with an organic zinc-amino acid complex, especially in 
stressful periods.

Best Practice Guide - Youngstock Management and Early Rearing

https://disarmproject.eu/resources/colostrum-management-in-lambs/
https://youtu.be/t7nTH2PKeLg
https://youtu.be/t7nTH2PKeLg
https://doi.org/10.3382/ps/pez525
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