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Survey of disease and weight gain
at a Hokkaido dairy cattle rearing center

Kenji Nekomoto, Asuka Kodama and Hiroka Sato

College of Agriculture, Food and Environment Sciences, Rakuno Gakuen University, Bunkyodai,
Ebetsu, Hokkaido, 069-8501

The purpose of this study was to investigate disease and weight gain at a dairy cattle rearing
center established in 2003 in a town in Hokkaido as a case study in outsourcing, with the aim of
identifying issues in preparation for deployment of similar rearing centers elsewhere. As of October
2019, 34 local dairy farms representing approximately 30% of dairy farms in the area were using
the dairy cattle rearing center. Items investigated in this study include the incidence of disease
diagnosis and treatment (8 categories, including respiratory diseases, digestive system illnesses,
and musculoskeletal ailments) and weight gain. The mean age of calves when they entered the
dairy cattle rearing center was 10.6+6.7 d. Although the mean weight of calves from different farms,
converted to weight at age 30 d, varied widely at entry (60.8+7.0 kg), by the time they left the dairy
cattle rearing center after an average rearing period of 293+4.4 d, variability among farms
decreased (337+25 kg). This was likely the result of the relatively high daily weight gain for calves
from different farms (0.99+0.025 kg/d) achieved at the dairy cattle rearing center by using robotic
calf feeders that yielded healthy growth regardless of a calf’s weight at entry. Regarding the
incidence of disease diagnosis, nearly 80% of cases involved respiratory ailments (1.9 times/head).
The fact that incidence of disease diagnosis peaked in 7-week-old calves suggests that the ailments
were the result of in-house infection due to mass rearing. Digestive system illnesses (0.1
times/head), which peaked in 3-week-old calves, was the second leading cause of mortality (14 of
3,003 heads) after respiratory diseases (22 heads), suggesting the need for preventative measures.
Of the 3,003 cows sampled, 57 died or were culled, resulting in a mortality rate of 1.9%. This rate is
substantially lower than the mortality rate reported by NOSAI Hokkaido, a livestock mutual aid
society, of 4.8% for 1- to 30-day-old calves (not including deaths due to newborn infant disease) and
3.0% for 31-day-old and older calves. Given this low mortality rate, there is a good chance that dairy
producers can realize higher economic benefits from milk sales even after paying to send their

newborn calves to such centers and despite the loss of a few animals due to infectious disease.
Key words: dairy cattle rearing center, daily weight gain, disease, mortality rate, dairy farm
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