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Transition Calves
Goals: Minimize Stressors & Maintain Health

5 Keys to a Successful Transition 
Program
• Adequate calf age, size, and starter intake (rumen development) 

coming into the transition group.
• Maintain starter intake (same grain) and water intake (warm water is 

preferred).
• Transition calves onto a diet with some forage (grass hay), 

transitioning calves to a TMR at 3 + months of age. 
• Modest sized groups (4 to 6 calves/group is best). 
• Adequate bedding and ventilation.
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What do we know
• Transition calves will get sick

– Minimize mortality, morbidity
• Consult your veterinarian
• Use proper medications
• Route of administration
• Duration of medications

• Have a written protocol
– Example

Transition Calf Protocol
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Stress Free calves are happy calves
• Factors to consider:

– Animal handling
– Bedding
– Ventilation
– Water
– Feed
– Grouping

Bedding options
• Straw
• Sawdust
• Soybean stubble
• Bedding solids
• Corn Stalks
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Ventilation
• Natural

– Open front with curtains on back walls
– Split curtain preferred
– Natural plus tubes/curtains
– Open to the south
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Water
• Height
• Easy access
• Easy to clean
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Feed
• Same feed as weaning
• How much and how long

– Depends on consumption in nursery pens
• Feed bunk designs

– Raised bunks
– Floor feeding
– Tubs
– Troughs 
– etc.
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Feeding Strategy (Starter and 
grower)
Stage Recommended Feeding Strategy Timing
Weaning Ramping up starter and water intake 1 week
Weaned Achieving 5 + lb. of starter grain intake 1 week
Grouping Calf starter (Cocci control) offer hay on the side 1 to 2 weeks
Step 1 Switch to grower grain top dressed onto hay 1 month
Step 2 Dry TMR/65% grain 1 month
Step 3 Dry TMR/55% grain 1 month

Transitioning from high protein 
starters
• Best to feed some of the same feed as 

nursery pens
• Top-dress 3-4 lbs. of starter on TMR
• Use lower protein hay

– Grass/alfalfa=soft
• Monitor intakes
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TMR vs. Grain / Hay Diet
• Prevents selective eating
• Must be uniformly mixed

– Particle size important
• Better control of intakes
• More uniform calves
• Competition non-factor

Transition feeds
• When to start feeding forages
• Blend over works well
• 50% starter 50% 1st stage TMR
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1st Stage TMR
• Components

– Dry hay
• Types-alfalfa, grass or mixed
• Pre-processed

– Haylage 
– Corn silage

• Particle size
– Corn 

• Types of processing
– Protein-coarse
– Other-liquid molasses

Shifting Heifers to a TMR
• Age at first introduction to TMR

– A minimum of  275 to 350 pounds
– Need to have a well developed rumen with enough 

capacity to process feed and meet nutrient 
requirements.  
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Starter/TMR

1st Stage Heifer TMR (200 lb.)
2.10 lb./d ADG

Nutrient Analysis, DM Basis
Wet feed intake, lb 12.3
Ration DM, % 61.0
DMI, lb 7.5
Crude Protein 17.0
NEg, Mcal/lb 0.53
Fat, % 3.3
NDF, % 21.8
Starch, % 36.0
Forage, % 32.2
Concentrate, % 67.8

6.1% of BW
3.8% of BW
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200 lb. TMR

TMR
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2nd Stage Heifer TMR (275lb.)
2.25 lb./d ADG

Nutrient Analysis, DM Basis
Wet feed intake, lb 17.3
Ration DM, % 56.8
DMI, lb 9.8
Crude Protein 16.5
NEg, Mcal/lb 0.54
Fat, % 3.3
NDF, % 25.7
Starch, % 31.4
Forage, % 42.1
Concentrate, % 57.9

6.0% of BW
3.5% of BW

275 lb. TMR
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Vitamins & Trace minerals
• NRC plus
• Feed the immune system?
• Vitamin A & E
• Chelated trace minerals
• Selenium
• Zinc & Iodine
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Feed Management
• Continue feeding starter grain (with cocci. 

control) at 3 to 4% of body weight.
• Keep feed fresh by feeding grain twice 

daily.
• Transition calves onto forage by gradually 

introducing a small amount of high quality 
palatable grass hay with grain top-dressed 
on top of hay.  
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• At 3 months of age start feeding heifer 
TMR with 3 to 4 pounds of starter grain 
top-dressed.
– Target > 65% DM
– Concentrate = 65% DM
– Forage= 35% DM

Feed Management
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Feed management
• Storage structures
• Elevated bins

– Minimize fines
• Fermented feeds

– Bags 
– Silo’s
– Bunkers

fill with a gator or skid loader
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Feeding-the mechanics
• Mixer size

– Right size for the job
– Horizontal mixer seems to work best
– Pre-processed hay
– Ingredient sequence
– Pre-blended haylage
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Feed Bio-security

Respiratory Disease and Weaning
• Stress - suppresses innate immune response

– Weaning (Hubert et al., 2011)
– Dehorning (Ballou et al., 2011)
– Transportation (Hubert et al., 2011)

• Insufficient starter intake at weaning:
– Increased stress/Increased cortisol
– Decreased energy balance



6/27/2016

20

Background Calves Before Moving
• What age, d (Target 56 to 63 days of age) are 

calves moving into the transition pen?
• Are you weighing calves, and if so, what is the 

weight (Target > 170 pounds) of calves 
moving into the transition pen?

• Health:  no eye or nose discharge, alert ears, 
and normal fecal.

• Intake:  Weaned off of milk for at least one week and eating > 5 lb/d of starter grain.
• Coccidia control strategy in place.  

– Rum vs. Bov
– Crumbles (future of crumbles)

• Adequate body condition score.
• Fly control strategy in place. 

– Feed through
– Pour-on
– Bait
– Etc.

Background Calves Before Moving
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Know when to graduate
• Hutch calves - 8 weeks of age and > 170 

pounds.  Keep calves <160 pounds in hutches.
– Eating a minimum of 5.0 lb/d
– Normal manure and respiration

• Super Hutch Calves - 12 weeks of age and 
>215 pounds.
– Eating a minimum of 6.5 to 9.0 lb/day
– Normal manure and respiration  

Transition Pen Resources:
• 4 to 6 calves per pen for the first month.
• 28 sq. foot resting space. 
• >600 cubic foot air space. 
• Air quality:  4 air exchanges/hour, air speed at 60 ft./min at 4 ft. above floor, air ammonia < 5 ppm.
• Feed bunk space: 8 inches/calf.
• Maximum throat height:  200 lb. calf = 10 inches; 300 lb. calf = 12 inches.  
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• Maximum reach (inside of curb to furthest 
feed): 10 to 12 in.   

• Drinking water space: 4 in /calf.
• Deep bedded straw at the beginning and 

refreshed twice weekly or as needed.
• Dehorned and vaccinated at least two weeks 

prior to moving.   

Transition Pen Resources (Cont.)
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Transition Heifer Facility Design
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Take Home Messages
• Nutrition

– Feed to meet program goals
– Measure performance and evaluate variation

• Management
– Optimize the environment to meet program goals
– Potential return on heifer investment is increasing.
– Use of technology coupled with records helps us better 

predict heifer performance. 



6/27/2016

26

One size does not fit all

Bulk feeds
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Dry feed storage

Bedding tools
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Questions?


