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Take home message Various methods and practices are available to efficiently reared calves through suckling in dairy cows, using

specific dairy nurse cows or not.

Introduction On most dairy farms, calves and cows are separated shortly after birth, but animal welfare associations are questioning
such practices more and more. Alternative methods (Johnsen ef al., 2016), based on calves suckling their mother or a specific nurse,
have been adopted for a long time by some dairy farmers, for purposes such as a reduction of labor or improvement of calves growth
and health. However, practical (how these methods are applied within farms) and human (motivations, perception...) aspects are
scarce and not very well-known in France. The present study, based on a descriptive survey, aimed to fulfill such lack of information.

Material & methods A semi-quantitative survey was designed and conducted from January o
to March 2018 and comprised results from 102 farms. Farms where calves were not o /
w
50

artificially fed were identified by different technicians and operators. Farmers were selected
if calves stayed with their mother (“Fed by their dam, FBD; n = 59), a nurse cow (“Fed by a

nurse cow”, FBN; n = 13) or both (i.e., fed first by their dam and then by a nurse cow; ® v
“mixed”; n = 30) at least 24 hours. To get the highest variability in breeds (Holstein, {
Montbeliarde...), type of farming (organic or not), facilities (tie-stall or not, milking - r?
parlor...), survey was conducted in west (n = 50), middle (n = 11) and east (n=41) of France -
(Figure 1). \

The survey comprised general description, nursing procedures, perception of performances
of calves and cows, behavioral aspects and farmers’ perception. It was completed either oo
though phone call (n = 56) or face to face interview (n = 46). Only descriptive results 2.2 Labor Unit (min 0.5; max 8.5)

are presented in this paper.

114 ha (min 11; max 500)
66 dairy cows (min 8; max 210)

Results & discussion Herd size varied from 8 to 210 dairy cows and out of the 102 56% Organic farming
farms studied, 56 % of them were organic farms. A wide diversity of practices among Figure 1 Localization of the 102 farms

farms was noted, observed in both small (< 70 dairy cows) and large herds. FBD was
more frequent in small herds compared to FBN or “mixed”, but equally distributed

in large sized herds. In detail, 5 different types of nursing were
observed, from 58 farms where such details were available (Figure 2).
According to farmers, these practices were efficient to save time and
improved working conditions (quoted by 47 and 29 farmers,
respectively). Eighty per cent of farmers considered that, regardless of
the nursing procedure, these methods resulted in a decrease of diarrhea
frequency in comparison of previous artificial nursing. If they agree
for a better welfare for calves, they also considered that weaning is a
stressful situation especially for the cows.

Conclusion A diversity of systems and methods exists to rear calves
through suckling, either by their mother or another nurse cow.
According to most of the farmers in the present study, these practices
are easy to use and manage, in a large variety of farms. They also
considered that calves’ health and welfare are improved, even though
weaning is a hard and stressful situation for the cows. Moreover, it is
an opportunity for the farmer to save time, money and improve
working conditions.

included in present study and variability
of surveyed farms.
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FBN : fed by a nurse; FBD : Fed by their Dam; AM: Artificial milking

Figure 2 Schematic representation of nursing
procedures observed in 58 farms where detailed
procedure was available.
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