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HIGHLIGHTS 
 

• Calves raised on cows had the highest average daily gain and weaning weight 
• No difference in health scores of group-fed calves, individual calves or calves raised on cows 
• Across the weeks of the study, calves raised on cows had greater increase in body weight after 8 

weeks of age 
• Future studies will evaluate the economic impacts, as well as production effects of these calves 

when they come into milk 
 
The objective of this study was to determine growth and health of organic dairy calves raised on cows 
compared to calves fed in individual pens or calves raised on an automated calf feeder. The study was 
conducted at the University of Minnesota West Central Research and Outreach Center, Morris, MN, 
organic dairy. Forty-five Holstein and crossbred calves were assigned to treatment groups by birth order 
during one calving seasons from March to May 2020.  Calves raised on cows (n = 14) were housed in a 
compost bedded pack barn and on pasture, individual calves (n = 16) were housed in single Calf-Tel 
hutch (Hampel Corp., Germantown, WI), and group calves (n = 15) were housed in an indoor-outdoor 
barn with a Holm & Laue HL100 Calf Feeder (Holm & Laue GmbH & Co KG, Westerronfeld, Germany).  
Calves raised on cows were allowed to bond with the dam for 3 days before grouped with other calves 
and cows.  Individual and group calves were introduced to hutch and feeder on day 4 and were fed 8 L/d.  
All calves were weaned at 90 d and were weighed weekly and scored for health and behavioral 
measurements. Data were analyzed using PROC MIXED of SAS.  Independent variables for analyses 
were the fixed effects of birthweight as a covariate, treatment group, along with calf within pen as a 
random effect. At weaning of 90 d, calves raised on cows had higher (P < 0.05) weaning weight (137.6 kg 
vs. 120.0 kg vs. 128.4 kg, respectively) and average daily gain (1.12 kg/d vs. 0.93 kg/d vs. 1.01 kg/d, 
respectively) compared with individual calves and automated feeder calves.  The individual-fed calves 
and calves from the automated feeder were not different (P > 0.05) for average daily gain.  Average daily 
gain at 120 d of age, was not different (P > 0.05) for all treatment groups.   The automated feeder calves 
had higher (P < 0.05) fecal scores (0.18) compared with calves raised on cows (0.04) and individual 
calves (0.03).  The calves raised on cows had higher (P < 0.05) hygiene scores which indicated calves 
had dirtier bellies and sides than other treatment groups.   Figures show the graphical representation of 
calf body weight by week.   All calves have superior growth during the study.  However, at 6 weeks of 
age, the calves raised on cows increased in body weight much faster than the group-fed or individually 
fed calves.   The results from this study indicate that there may be advantages to feeding organic dairy 
calves on cows during the pre-weaning period. 
 
  



  



  



  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


