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The calving season will soon be starting and with that comes the feeding of calves. Many farmers may find it more cost-effective 
to feed milk replacer, rather than whole milk.
Milk replacer has the added benefit of calf health, while also avoiding possible contraction of Johne’s disease in calves. 
Regardless of whether you feed whole milk or milk replacer, providing the calf with energy and protein is critical to support and 
maintain their normal bodily functions.

What should you look for in a milk replacer?
This is the next generation of cows you are feeding and getting them off to the best possible start will have benefits when 
it comes to hitting target weights. When it comes to choosing calf milk replacers it is important to assess the quality of the 
constituents you are feeding. The only legal requirement for declaration in a calf milk replacer is that ingredients have to be 
listed in descending order of inclusion. Therefore it is almost impossible to accurately assess the quality of a milk replacer from 
the label. 

Here are some key questions to ask before making a purchase.
• What is the dairy protein source?
• Is the protein source of good quality (plant or dairy)?
• What is the energy content?
• Is the milk powder easily digestible?
• Is the milk replacer easily mixed?
• Does the product suit your system eg. Twice-a-day vs once-a-day? Age of calves? Hot water availability.

A good Quality Milk Replacer should contain the following:
• Minimum of 20% protein, ideally 22 – 25% (required for growth)
• 3 types of protein sources:

 º Whey – By product of butter industry 
 º Skim – By product of cheese industry 
 º Non-Milk Products – soya, peas, wheat

• Fat inclusion: 18-20% (ease of mixing & calf health)
• Maximum of 8% ash declared – a target for ash content should be 6.5-7.5% (high Ash can lead to stomach upsets/scour
• Minimum of 0.8% calcium

How soon can milk replacer be fed?
Once calves have received 8.5% of their birth bodyweight in colostrum within two hours of birth, there is no difference in their 
weight gain pre or post-weaning when compared to calves fed colostrum and four feeds of transition milk before moving on 
to milk replacer, Teagasc says.
This suggests that in well-managed systems, where the transfer of disease may be an issue, milk replacer can be offered 
immediately after colostrum feeding. However, the 1,2,3 rule must be strictly adhered to.

Using the 1,2,3 rule:

1. Use the first milk (colostrum) from the cow
2. Feed the calf colostrum within the first two hours of birth
3. Calves must be offered at least 3L of good quality colostrum

Mixing rate

Replacer is generally fed at 125g of powder to 875ml of water, which gives a solids content of 12.5% to the ‘mixed’ milk. 
However, this recommendation will vary between manufacturers and given this, it’s important to adhere to the manufacturer’s 
instructions.
With this mixing rate in mind, a farmer feeding calves 6/L per day – under a twice-a-day feeding system – needs to mix 5,250ml 
of water with 750g of powder.

CHOOSING THE RIGHT MILK REPLACER


