
Managing  Weaning 

What are the differences between the 
weaning options? 

Pre-rut weaning (February-March)  

Advantages 

Optimise and prioritise feeding management for 
different stock classes well before the onset of 
winter. 

Pre-winter training of calves to desired grazing 
systems. 

Simplify and implement a targeted health man-
agement regimen for calves (e.g. anthelmintic 
treatments). 

Simplify mating management of hinds 
(especially for setting up single-sire mating pro-
grammes). 

Terminate lactation to allow hinds to improve 
body condition score (BCS) before mating (ie. 
improve mating success). 

Disadvantages 

Stress on young calves due to physical separa-
tion from dams can check growth rates for sev-
eral weeks. 

Dry conditions may compromise feed planning 
for newly weaned calves. 

Physical injury of young calves may occur if 
there has been no prior habituation to yarding/
handling. 

Post-rut weaning (May-June) 

Advantages 

Reduced workload on farm prior to rut. 

Less stress on calves if removed at an older age. 

Minimisation of risk of severe pre-winter growth 
checks in calves. 

Disadvantages 

Hind BCS may be compromised by lactation 
leading into the rut, leading to negative impacts 
on pregnancy rate and/or conception date. 

Calf removal at the start of winter may be compli-
cated by bad weather. 

Limited opportunities to habituate calves to winter 
management regimens. 

Pre-weaning health treatment of calves compli-
cated by the presence of hinds 

Sorting of hinds into mating groups complicated by 
the presence of calves.  

Natural weaning (August-September) 

Advantages 

Minimal social disruption and minimal stress on 
offspring. 

Simplicity of farm design doesn’t suit early calf 
separation (e.g. minimal paddock subdivision). 

Suits a very “hands-off” farming style. 

Disadvantages 

Very limited flexibility around feed management to 
optimise both reproductive performance of hind 
and growth performance of calves. 

Limited opportunities to habituate young stock to 
handling or to conduct health treatments. 

Potential loss of tameness of calves (could be im-
portant when sending young stock for slaughter).  

 

What do we need to consider at weaning? 

There is no firm or fixed rule about which weaning style is appropriate …
whatever suits the needs of your production system. 

However, there are certain trade-offs with each weaning style.  You need to 
consider: 

Calf (and dam) stress to ensure minimal disruption to calf growth and wellbeing. 

Feed supply to ensure adequate nutrition. 
Condition gain in hinds to maintain a consistent calving date and conception 
rate. 
Calf health treatments such as anthelmintics and vaccinations. 
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Where possible, pre-condition hinds and calves 
to the management system (eg. rotational graz-
ing, strip grazing, crops) or yarding system be-
fore the date of weaning. 

Minimise treatment of calves at time of weaning 
if they are potentially painful or stressful (eg ear 
tagging, vaccination).  It is usually better to per-
form these treatments well before or after 
weaning. 

Anthelmintic treatment may be necessary at the 
time of weaning to ensure against parasite 
problems over the next few weeks. 

Following hind/calf separation, it is generally 
considered beneficial to return calves to the 
paddock they were mustered from and to send 
hinds to a different paddock some distance from 
the calves. 
However, it is acknowledged that this is not 
universally accepted, and some farmers prefer 
running hinds and calves in neighbouring pad-
docks to “soften” the weaning process. 

Some systems utilize a period of calf retention 
indoors on hard feed for periods of 1-2 weeks.  
This requires considerable pre-weaning condi-
tioning to the feed offered.  Farmers using this 
system comment on the overall tameness of the 
calves following a return to pasture. 

Avoid weaning calves into bad weather.  Some 
flexibility around actual weaning dates is re-
quired. 

“Soft” weaning approaches include introducing 
tame or dry hinds to newly weaned calves to act 
as a maternal surrogate. 

Avoid excessive use of dogs and other unfamil-
iar disturbances during the first few weeks of 
weaning. 

Plan for and maintain a high plane of nutrition 
for weaners to take their minds off mum’s milk. 

Establish a regular routine (e.g. paddock rota-
tion, yarding for health management) early on. 

Remove sick or highly stressed individuals from 
the weaner mob ASAP.  Such individuals can 
cause considerable disruption to the weaner 
herd. 

If herd size justifies such an approach, consider 
establishing separate weaner mobs based on 
uniformity of animal size within each group.  
This reduces undesirable social impacts – par-
ticularly on the smaller individuals. 

For mixed genotype herds (e.g. red vs. wapiti) it 
is probably desirable to establish separate 
weaner mobs based on breed type.  

Effects of stress resulting from poor weaning practice 

Weaners : 

Injuries (e.g. fence impacts and foot damage). 

Excessive fence pacing leading to tracking, fence damage and soil compaction. 

Severe growth checks for 2-4 weeks after weaning. 

Increased susceptibility to parasites and pathogens. 

Trampled and wasted pasture. 

Hinds : 

Not generally as stressed as their offspring but in some severe circumstances 
there may be impacts on reproductive productivity (e.g. later conceptions). 

Physical injuries during yarding. 

Minimising stress at weaning (pre- and post- rut) 

Find a system that works well for your farm and management style.  General consideration around reducing stress of 
calves (and hinds) are as follows … 

Managing  Weaning 

www.deerfarming.co.nz 


