
 
 

Success in calf enterprise is down to attention to detail 
 
Rearing 700 calves a year from two to 12 weeks takes attention to detail, something Emma 
and Joff Roberts from Uphampton Farm at Shobdon near Leominster have in abundance. 
With a broiler rearing enterprise the main focus of the farm, the couple are used to a focus 
on optimal daily liveweight gain. 
 

Emma Roberts says the calf rearing enterprise first 
started in 1999 when her children were young and she 
were looking to diversify into another enterprise. “Calf 
rearing was a natural fit, but we soon got frustrated with 
the calf accommodation we had – we were used to 
state-of-the-art facilities for the chickens, and wanted 
the same standards for the calf rearing.” 
 
This led to the installation of a series of calf igloos – 
rounded igloo-type shells – that can accommodate 

around 15 calves at a time. “This gave the calves shelter but with much better ventilation – a 
difficult balance to strike,” says Emma. “This system meant we could expand and we now 
rear around 700 calves a year from about two weeks of age to 12 weeks, when we sell them 
on to regular customers in the area. Our aim is to eventually rear 1,000 calves each year.” 
 
Their experience coping with the tight margins typical in the broiler business means every 
aspect of the calf rearing enterprise is costed down to the last penny. “Our customers recoup 
the purchase cost of the calf for us and contribute towards vaccination charges. On top of 
that, they pay a headage payment per calf plus a standard cost for every kg the calf weighs 
over 100kg,” she explains.  
 
But Emma also knows her business relies on happy customers so is committed to sending 
off calves that will hit the ground running and continue to have strong growth rates. “The 
calves are fed on automatic machines and get 1.2kg of milk powder in 6 litres per day, fed 
over six feeds. They’re offered calf starter ration and water straight away and we aim to start 
dropping the milk intake by 0.4 litres each day from 23 days.   
 
“I firmly believe that you can’t feed too much milk. As long as they are taking in the milk 
slowly enough, their abomasums stretch to accommodate. It’s about controlling that intake 
rate, good hygiene and good health so the calf is developing a good immune system. Group 
housing helps rather than hinders health as it’s a low stress environment for the calves.” 
 
A key target for the enterprise is under 1 per cent mortality and growth rates in excess of 
1.1kg per day, which can be hard to hit. 
 
“We’ve recently been involved in a study where we’ve switched the source of fibre in the calf 
starter ration, which has prompted an increase in daily liveweight gain of around 10 per 
cent,” she says. 
 
The study took two batches of evenly-matched two-week old calves past weaning over a 
nine-week period. One batch was offered the usual calf starter nut alongside milk, with the 



 
 
other offered the same nut but with most of the soya hull content replaced by nutritionally 
improved straw (NIS).  
 
The calves fed the standard ration gained an average of 0.99kg per day over the nine-week 
period, whereas the calves fed the NIS ration gained 1.1 kg per day. The cost per kg of each 
calf starter was the same, but the calves on the NIS ration ate 3.5% more – 152 kg each 
compared with 146.8kg over the nine weeks.  
 
Emma, who rears around 700 calves each year, taking them from two to twelve weeks of 
age, believes the difference lies in the effectiveness of the fibre source in kick-starting rumen 
function and avoiding the post-weaning ‘slump’. 
 
“The calves were noticeably thriving on the adjusted ration; aside from the liveweight gain, I 
recorded 190 incidences of dirty tails throughout the period in the group fed the standard 
ration, compared with 113 in the group fed the NIS diet.  
 
“We’re repeating the study to get a better idea of the average gain 
we can expect but we’re confident there’s a positive effect. Even 
the vet has commented on the bloom on the calves fed the NIS-
based diet.” 
 
Wynnstay’s feeds product manager Steve Brown, who set up the 
study, says using a more digestible form of fibre in the NIS-based 
ration improved rumen development.  
 
“We’re really encouraged by these early results,” he says. “From 
three days old, the aim should be to offer a solid feed the calf likes 
but which also gets the rumen wall working so the calf can start 
chewing cud. This then allows the optimum level of starch to be included in the diet to 
develop the rumen papillae. 
 
“Fibre should ideally be chopped or long straw so that saliva can buffer these acidic rumen 
contents. However, calves can’t eat enough fibre in this form so, instead, fibre has to be 
added to the compound feed. This has typically been in the form of soya hulls, but the theory 
is this is indigestible seed coat rather than stem fibre and can pass through the animal 
before having the chance to stimulate the rumen sufficiently.”  
 
Steve says the re-run of the study will this time include NIS at a slightly higher level and will 
also monitor the calves longer – for 12 weeks – to get a better idea of what happens in the 
post-weaning phase. 
 
 Control diet NIS diet 
Average start weight (kg) 55.8 52.3 
Average 9-week weight (kg) 118.3 121.5 
Average gain per calf over 63 days (kg) 62.5 69.1 
Av consumption concentrates per calf over 63 days (kg) 146.8 152.0 
Average daily LWG per calf (kg) 0.99 1.1 
 


