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Fence-line weaning is a method of low-stress weanin
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Introduction

Weaning time for many spring-born calves is jusuad the corner. We all know that weaning
is the removal of a suckling calf from the cow. Buhat might not be so obvious are all the
stressors and impacts associated with weaning,fbothe calf and the cow. Weaning can also be
stressful for the owner of the animadspecially if the weaned calves are placed in a pen near a
person’s bedroom window. As animal managers, weldhtoy and make weaning as stress-free as
we can, while keeping productivity and profitalyilib line with our goals.

There are many considerations for weaning, inclydime of weaning, preparation for weaning,
method of weaning, and post-weaning managemerferBift strategies of weaning affect
performance of the calf (market weight, health,)etod the cow (reproductive efficiency, cull
weights, health, etc.), and therefore can affeafigability. The information below is a summary of
several publications (see references on page 8)bé&nefit to the agricultural producer comes from
study of the materials and in-depth considerationarporating them into the ranch management
plan.

Time of Weaning

Several factors can influence time of weaning,udcig loss of dam, forage resources and cow
body condition, sale time, other ranch activiti@alves can be weaned any time after their rumens
become functional, that is, when their digestivetem can process whole feeds. If a newborn calf is
unable to nurse its dam, use of a surrogate cowladlge best way to raise the calf until weaning.
Bottle-fed calves can be weaned after one mon#tyef while calves nursing cows are weaned
between 3 and 8 months of age. It is usually lmestetan at the older age. For comparing weight of
calves weaned at different ages, a 205-day weamgight is sometimes calculated. This “205-day
WW” is the calf weight adjusted for birth date amdaning date, and does not infer that calves
should necessarily be weaned at that age. Onet@bdteranagement tool for the breeding program
that is related to weaning is a practice callechd8alf removal. This temporary removal of calves
from cows 48 hours prior to breeding has been showmprove first service conception rates.

If forage is in short supply or cow body conditigriow, calves can be weaned early (before 8
mo). This preserves cow energy reserves to allowldgelopment of the new calf inside her and
keep her in good shape for timely re-breeding dftat calf is born. Studies have shown, that in
times of forage shortages, it can be economicaian calves early. In those cases, the cost of
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feeding early-weaned calves was more than offsit iwiproved reproductive performance of cows
that were kept in a body condition that favoredcefht reproductive performance.

Most calves are born in the spring and weanederfath. This causes the supply of weaned
calves to be highest in the fall. This high sugpbds to seasonally low calf prices. Consider how
changing calf weaning date can affect sale weigttmice. Although weaning date may revolve
around other routines, consider making weaningyhdripriority.

Preparation for Weaning

Preparing calves well in advance to actual weatimg has benefits well worth the effort.
Because immune function and response is loweniadiof stress, and weaning can be stressful,
many veterinarians suggest that vaccinations bengdv4 weeks prior to weaning and that
deworming be done after weaning. This not onlydasghe stress at weaning, but also improves
immune response to the vaccines and anthelmi@iter management procedures, such as
branding, castrating, and dehorning should be daiein advance of weaning. Also, it is a good
idea to make sure that, before weaning, calvessegdo eating the intended post-weaning diet. You
can feed that diet to both cows and calves foroat gferiod of time, about two-weeks, or provide it
in a creep feeder - narrow passages into a feedle@are set up so the calves creep in, but larger
cows cannot. Although creep feeding can be useddlmate calves to a post-weaning diet, it's
primarily use is to provide supplemental feed tesmg calves in order to increase weaning weight.
It is of benefit to calves, but not a direct behtficows. Economically, a good rule of thumb iatth
calf prices at sale time ($/Ib) should be 10 tirtescost of the creep feed ($/Ib). See referermes f
more detalil.

Make sure that the post-weaning diet is appropf@téhe age of calf, including forage quantity
and quality, and contains a vitamin/mineral mix alehty of fresh, accessible water. For the very
young calf, this means a special calf starter @i¢her bagged or specially formulated feed. For
older calves, good quality forage (fall pasturgrewth, irrigated summer pasture, or very good
guality hay/balage) will suffice, depending on &rgerformance. Make sure they can safely reach
water and know how to drink it. If the calves argamiliar with drinking water from a trough, let
the water over-flow a bit so that it makes a tiileglsound. Work with a nutrition consultant or
veterinarian to provide a vitamin/mineral mix.

Weaning M ethod

Whether your weaning consists of total separatiacsows and calves or the relatively new, low-
stress technique of fenceline weaning, make swieagdress nutrition and health measures. Total
separation weaning can be accomplished with goocess if pre-weaning and post-weaning
management address stress, health, and nutritimrahgement sufficiently. For traditional weaning,
it is best to have cows and calves together irptaee where calves will stay. Remove cows to a
new location out of sight and sound from calvesaveecalves in familiar surroundings. It is normal
for cattle to bawl for several days.

In fenceline weaning, cows and calves are placegpposite sides of a strong fence (woven
wire or multiple-strand, high-tensile wire). Astlwtotal separation weaning, cows are moved and
calves remain in the initial pasture. Although tladtle are seldom seen challenging the fence, they
have some nose-to-nose contact, but spend theitpabtime grazing away from the fence.
Fenceline visits gradually decrease over thefivstdays and the weaning process is complete
within a week. Studies have shown these calvesduhless and gained more weight during the
weaning process than with complete separation wgani



Post-weaning M anagement

Much information is available on post-weaning maragnt. Preconditioning is a nutrition and
health management practice that prepares calv@seler/feeder cattle in the next phase of
production. Study the information on this importéogic and consider having a preconditioning
period for calves before they are moved to thext destination. A 45-day post-weaning period
before shipping has been shown to be beneficiebmparison to shipping calves immediately after
weaning. If you cannot provide this preconditionpegiod, make sure newly weaned calves are
rested, fed, and watered before shipping.

Glenn Selk, Oklahoma State University, has somel galvice on being pro-active with
marketing strategy. He suggests you provide buyérsthe details of your preconditioning
program and let them know where your calves capupehased. He said, “Whether you participate
in an organized Value-Added Calf program or whetloer simply sell your calves on the regular
sale date at the closest market, it makes goodéssisense to tell buyers that your good calves are
available for sale. Don’t just rely on others tth yeur story. This fall promote the good quality,
healthy cattle that you raise. They deserve it!!”
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