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In the Mexican lowland, there are cattle adapted to harsh conditions, predominantly European (Bos taurus) and Indian crossbreeds (Bos indicus). These cattle are not highly selected for milk production but normally kept for dual purpose production (meat and milk). Systems of restricted suckling, where it is common to tie the calf beside the cow to stimulate milk let-down are frequently practised. After milking, the calf is allowed to suckle the dam for a limited period. According to several investigations there are advantages with restricted suckling compared to artificial rearing (cow and calf separated, calf milkfed through buckets), e.g. improved milk production and udder health in the cow and improved health in the calf. Although Bos taurus (e.g. Holstein) cows do not require the calf presence for milk ejection and are generally not suckled, there are indications that suckling can have beneficial effects on cow and calf. The aim of these studies were to investigate the effects of rearing calves by restricted suckling (RS) compared to artificial rearing (AR) in dual purpose (study I) and dairy breed (study II) cattle in Mexico, milked once or three times a day, respectively. 

24 (study I) and 27 (study II) cow-calf pairs were allocated to one of the two treatments according to calving order. The following parameters were recorded during the first eight weeks after calving: social, abnormal and general behaviours and weight gain of Zebu crossbred and dairy calves; and milk yield, milk composition (fat, protein and lactose) and udder health in the Zebu crossbred dams and udder health and milk let-down in the Holstein dams. 

RS reduced the abnormal behaviours of the calves and resulted in less foraging behaviours compared to AR. AR dairy calves consumed four-fold as much concentrate as RS dairy calves, whereas the amount of milk ingested was similar in the two treatments. A higher fat content in the milk suckled by RS calves compared to whole milk (from milking parlour) fed to AR calves, resulted in similar total energy intake from milk and concentrate in both treatments. Irrespective of type of animals RS resulted in similar weight gain in comparison to AR. RS increased the saleable and total (saleable and suckled) milk yield and decreased the fat content in saleable milk in RS Zebu crossbred cows. RS improved udder health of the Zebu crossbred cows as judged according to elevated California mastitis test (CMT) scores and lower lactose content in AR cows. RS of Holstein dairy cows did not impair milk let-down and udder health tended to be improved according to the CMT. RS calves showed a front teat preference, which did not impair udder health according to similar CMT scores of front and rear teats.

These studies indicate that RS is economically viable for the farmer as once daily milking combined with twice daily suckling considerably increased the saleable and total milk yield of Zebu crossbred cows. Moreover, the animal well-being was improved due to less abnormal behaviours in the Zebu crossbreed and dairy calves. RS may also have positive effects in a more intensive system with dairy cows, but more research is needed to evaluate the optimal system.
