Early Weaning of Dairy Kids

A 2007 & 2008 statewide study of dairy goat operations concluded that “all the financial measures considered were very low for dairy goat producer” and “the current financial situation is not sustainable”.    Seven points are offered to redress the low financial performance of dairy goat herds, one of which was Lack of an Adequate Market for Cull Animals.  Some producers feel forced to euthanize male kids (billy’s) rather than sell them at a financial loss.  
Cornell University in New York pioneered an early weaning program for artificially rearing lambs produced by their flock.  This procedure was employed and refined at the Spooner Dairy Sheep Research Station in Wisconsin and commercial sheep producers in the Midwest have been adopting this practice to reduce artificial lamb rearing expenses.  Compared with traditional artificial rearing methods, the early wean method reduces feed and labor costs by half, produces lambs of similar size/day of age as traditional method with no differences in death losses.  
Dairy goat producers have been reluctant to adopt or adapt this early weaning protocol.  

Early Wean Process for lambs
Day 1-2
Individual feeding with bottle  4 x/day (pen 1)

Day 2-3 
Train to bucket/group feeder w/warm milk 3x day (pen 2)

Day 4-7 
Larger Communal group, cold milk, 2x day 4 lambs/nipple max (pen 3)

Day 8-10
Ad lib feeding cold milk, introduce bean meal, water

Day 17-21
Wean – 2x birth weight

Keys points - 

Sanitation - daily cleaning of milk buckets, disassemble daily.  

Cold milk reduces bloating, won’t drink as much at single feeding, drink smaller doses throughout the day, need to keep it cold. 

Salt on feed

Put feed in light

Put shiny bolt on feed (reflects light and attracts interest)

Weaning is one way

Once weaned begin adjusting ration to desired protein level

April 5, 2011 I was given 9 male kids 2-3 days of age from a local dairy goat producer.  Producer does not weigh billy’s so there is no starting reference.  After two days one of the billy’s died, and may not have been nursing adequately on the bucket. 

On April 10, one larger billy born as a single that was a more aggressive eater, bloated.  He survived bloating and I switched to cold milk immediately, with no other ill effects for the remainder of the milk feeding period. 
Weaning took place May 1 (27 days of age) – after I finished feeding the third bag of milk replacer.  May have been able to do this a day or two earlier, didn’t want to have a partial open bag goat milk replacer laying around.

The intent of this was to see if this artificial lamb rearing method could be adapted to dairy goat kids. 

Goats were fed from a bucket outfitted with 4 Premier nipples 2x/day with Merrick’s Lamb and Goat Milk replacer w/Deccox.  Housing was in a pen with an elevated floor with resin coated expanded metal flooring (Tenderfoot). 
I kept a daily labor log of time to mix and feed milk and clean equipment, total time till weaning was approximately 320 minutes. However raising a larger group would not have added significant labor to this, and would reduce the labor/goat.  
During the feeding period, milk consumption started around 128 oz./day, dropped of slightly at day 4-6, picked up and by day 14 topped out at 256 oz/day during the ad lib feeding period on cold milk.   
Introduced soybean meal at day 10, billy’s are curious, nibbling.  Water was introduced day 15.  Goat pellet (Kent  introduced day 15)

Feed preferences, in order -  SBM, cracked corn, goat pellet, apparently another goat myth busted, i.e. goats need pellets. 
Death losses from early weaning = 0.00%
Costs – variable costs 
Teats – liked to chew sheep nipples, need a harder rubber versus latex.  
Milk Replacer – 75 lbs milk replacer / 8 kids = 9.4 lbs Milk replacer/kid @ $2.20/lb of milk replacer = $20.68/head 
Summary
Post weaning – 100% solid feed,  introduce grassy hay, increased to 50% daily intake, outside on pasture, electrified netting. 

