
 

Cleaning up Calves 
 

Cleanliness on a dairy farm is essential to producing a safe and nutritious food product as well 
as preventing disease. Nowhere is this more true than with our baby calves.  Calves are born 
without a fully functioning immune system and must obtain immunity from their dam's colostrum. 
However, if the calving area or feeding equipment are contaminated it may not matter how 
much colostrum the calf receives. Excessive exposure to pathogens in the environment may 
handicap the the calf before it is even a few weeks old. Keeping the environment and equipment 
you use clean can help to prevent disease, prevent treatment costs, and can minimize lost gains 
in both growth and future milk production. Below are a few things to consider when prioritizing 
cleanliness. 
 

An often overlooked item is the calf tube feeder. Tube feeders are usually made of plastic and 
are prone to nicks and scratches creating a rough surface. It is incredibly difficult to clean and 
sanitize these surfaces as bacteria settle into the tiny imperfections. Not only does this increase 
your risk of inoculating calves with disease but it can also cause trauma to the calf's esophagus. 
Replacing old tube feeders as they wear out is the best way to keep things clean. Alternatively, 
single use tube feeders and colostrum bags are a simple way to keep things clean and new 
without having to thoroughly clean and disinfect between each use. 
 

Another easily neglected step is following the label mixing instructions on the cleaning products 
themselves. Are the ingredients being mixed in the proper ratios? If the product is too dilute or 
mixed outside of the optimal pH range it may not be effective at all.  
 

No one likes to hear it, but dirty equipment is always a management issue. Personnel should be 
trained properly and retrained periodically. A basic cleaning protocol is as follows:  
 

Step 1: Rinse equipment with water between 90 and 120 degrees. Temperatures too 
cold will not rinse fat off surfaces; while temperatures too hot will cause the milk proteins 
to adhere to surfaces forming a film where bacteria is able to grow. 

 

Step 2: Scrub with soap. In this step water should be much warmer (140-160 degrees) 
and surfaces should be scrubbed using a brush and an alkaline detergent. 

 

Step 3: Acid rinse. Warm water and an acid detergent combine to remove milk proteins 
and decrease surface pH which makes the environment too acidic for pathogens to 
grow. 

 

Step 4: Dry. Bacteria love moisture. Allowing equipment to dry quickly on a rack is key. 
 

Routine monitoring of your cleaning protocol is very important for quality control. There are a 
few ways to do this: 
 

ATP Meter: This test is a quick and sophisticated test that can detect living organisms 
on equipment. Adenosine triphosphate (ATP) is an energy molecule residing in cells of 
all living things, including bacteria. The test involves swabbing the surface of a bucket, 
nipple, etc., placing it in the meter, and in 15 seconds a numerical value will give you an 
estimated bacterial load. 

 

Milk/colostrum cultures: Culturing milk before and after it comes into contact with 
different stages of the feeding process can be used to pinpoint the source of 
contamination. For example, if milk is clean immediately following pasteurization, but a 
sample taken from the feeding bucket is dirty, we know that the bucket is the source of 
contamination. 
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