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Father and Son team Nigel and David Maidment have made considerable financial 
investment in their calf rearing enterprise in order to achieve the high standards that 
are required to become a contract calf Rearer for Blade Farming SW Ltd. When 
considering the options for expanding their existing enterprise, the Maidment’s have 
decided to incorporate the most up to date technology available to allow them to keep 
labour costs to a minimum without compromising animal welfare or performance. 
 
On their 150 acre all grass farm near Chippenham in Wiltshire the Maidment’s run a 
herd of 90 Blonde and Blonde cross Suckler cows. The cream of the herd are bred 
pure, and the remainder of the spring calving cows produce calves which are normally 
sold as 6 – 9 month old stores in their first autumn. The farm also reared about 60 
calves in a small calf rearing enterprise which again were taken through and sold as 
stores. Limited grazing and winter housing mean that no cattle are finished on the 
farm. With extra land locally in short supply the obvious way for the Maidment’s to 
increase the output from their farm was to use their existing expertise as calf rearers 
and expand their calf rearing business significantly.  
 

After much consultation and discussion 
with Blade Farming the decision was made 
to proceed with the expansion of the 
enterprise, and the new sheds at Street farm 
have been designed specifically for calf 
rearing. Before finalising their plans, the 
Maidment’s spent time discussing the 
options available with other Blade calf 
rearers in the South West Calf Rearers 
group. The two sheds carry 120 calves each 
in pens of 30, with the first shed housing 

two Forster-Technik milk machines each capable of rearing 60 calves. Calves are fed 
milk according to age and size, with good quality barley straw and calf rearing nuts 
available on an ad-lib basis.  
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The ultimate test for the new buildings was to stock them and then monitor the calves 
closely. Whilst everything appeared to be right, once the first shed was fully stocked 
with calves, there was a mild outbreak of pneumonia in the unit. In consultation with 
Rob Drysdale of Westpoint Veterinary Group, who oversees the animal healthcare on 
the Blade Farming calf units, it was decided that there was not enough ventilation in 
the building and so a small alteration was made to the central ridges on the sheds.  
This encouraged stale air to move out of the buildings more rapidly, and the 
improvement in calf health was noticed very quickly afterwards. Continuous 
monitoring of building ventilation is so important in the calf units with research work 
showing that the loss of performance in livestock due to clinical and sub-clinical 
pneumonia outbreaks is a cost that the beef industry can ill afford.    
 

Immediately calves arrive on the unit, either from 
the Blade Farming calf collection centres or 
direct from dairy farms, an electronic 
identification device (EID) is inserted into the 
calves’ ear. The picture on the left shows the 
white triangular EID tag in the calves left ear. 
This EID tag will hold the key to all the 
information for that particular calf, including 
identification and birth details, and an increasing 
record of feed, health and performance. 

 
As calves come up to drink their milk the antennae linked to the machine identifies 
the calf by its EID tag, and the machine mixes the correct amount of milk available 
for the calf. As the milk is mixed instantly it is always at the correct temperature when 
the calf is ready to drink it. David concedes that “training calves to come to the teat is 
a bit of a nightmare if we have a lot arriving in one go, but once the calves get the 
hang of it the machines are brilliant. We can control their intakes easily, and gradual 
weaning is very straightforward.” Calf pellets are always available to the calves in 
Wyedale pellet feeders placed in the waiting area near the milk machine. When the 
calves are standing waiting by the machine they can start to nibble the pellets in the 
trough. This encourages them to eat pellets from an early age and develops their dry 
feed intakes boosting liveweight gains. 
 
David also realises the considerable benefits he 
can achieve from the other technology that is 
available to him as a Blade Rearer, and it is all 
driven by the single EID tag he inserted into the 
calves’ ear when it arrived onto the unit! Each 
Blade calf unit has a purpose built calf crush 
which has been designed and built by Mole Valley 
Farmers, and a hand held ear tag reader and digital 
weigh scale which are both ‘Blue tooth’ enabled. 
The weigh scale and weigh bars are both mounted 
on the portable crush which makes weighing calves much easier as well. Calves are 
automatically identified as they enter the crush and their weights are recorded.  At the 
end of a weighing session, weights can be downloaded to the farm office and recorded 
using the ‘Blade Farmworks’ software.  
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David and Nigel use the hand held digital reader to 
record any treatments the calves have as soon as 
they have administered them. Nigel admits that 
“this gets rid of the need to write treatments down 
in the diary and then transfer them to the medicine 
book. Once David has recorded it on the ‘hand 
held’ it is immediately downloaded to the medicine 
records in the office.”  As the calves go through the 
unit, the Maidment’s build up a total history for 

each calf. This includes birth details, growth rates and daily live weight gains and 
importantly the full picture of the animal’s health records. When the calf leaves the 
unit for one of the Blade Franchised finishing farms, all the information can be 
transferred over to the next unit. All the information that David gathers on the farm is 
sent electronically to the Blade office in Langport where it is stored along with 
information from all the other rearers on the central Blade Farming database. 
 
The calves in the unit, like all the other calves that are reared for Blade Farming must 
undergo a strict Herd Health procedure and its benefits are demonstrated by the 
excellent performance of the Blade reared calves. Rob Drysdale of Westpoint has 
developed the overall health plan for the Blade calves, which is proven to encouraged 
good health and promote maximum performance. However the plan can be adapted 
for individual units depending on their requirements, but all the time the calf rearers 
must be seeking to maximise calf performance. David has found that using ‘Rispoval 
intra nasal’ as the calves come onto the unit followed by two doses of ‘Rispoval4’ has 
kept the respiratory diseases under control very effectively.  
 
Blade Farming recognises that Ringworm can be a significant problem in reared 
calves. Ringworm infections can be at their worst at about 12 weeks of age when the 
calves are ready to sell, and bad infections can make calves unsaleable preventing 
them from leaving the unit on time. Nigel and David’s unit is currently part of a Blade 
trial using ‘Ringvac’ as a vaccination against ringworm. The vaccination programme 
requires an initial dose as the calves come onto the unit and a second one three weeks 
later. Alex Robinson, Blade Farming’s Calf Rearing coordinator, said that “so far the 
results are most encouraging with calves showing little or no signs of infection. It is 
early days at the moment, but if the treatment proves to be effective we will be 
considering using it in our other units as well.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nigel and David Maidment 
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It is easy to be critical of the performance of the first batch of calves to go through the 
unit, but the Maidment’s were unfortunate that their first batch of calves were ready to 
move from the unit just as the Foot and Mouth and Blue Tongue disease restrictions 
were introduced in their area. This resulted in the calves being on the farm for more 
than three weeks over their planned rearing period. Taking this unusual situation and 
the early outbreak of pneumonia in the new shed into account, the unit is showing 
encouraging signs in terms of calf liveweight gain: 0.92 Kg / day against the target of 
0.9 Kg / d. Subsequent batches of calves which are still on the farm have shown lower 
disease levels resulting in increasing daily liveweight gains. 

  

  Target Actual 

Performance on farm     

Days on Farm 77  98.0 

No of calves in 120  90 

No. of calves out 120  87 

Milk Powder (Kgs) 22 24.0 

Dry Feed Intake (Kgs) 158 177.8 

Arrival Weight (Kgs) 50 57.0 

Departure Weight (Kgs) 110 147.0 

Daily Liveweight Gain (Kgs/d) 0.9 0.92 

Feed conversion efficiency  2.25 2.24  
 

Performance figures for the first batch of calves at Street farm 
 
David and his father are delighted with their choice of rearing system, and as they fine 
tune the management of their newly expanded calf unit they are confident that 
performance will continue to improve. Being very conscious of calf welfare and the 
increasing requirements of traceability and Farm assurance schemes, they are very 
happy that the advanced technology that they have chosen to use in the unit has 
undoubtedly met all their criteria. It has enabled them to establish a state of the art 
rearing system which is capable of providing beef finishers with top quality calves 
accompanied by full records and medical history.    
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