
 

OVERCOMING SOCIO-CULTURAL MYTHS HELPS RAISE HEALTHIER CALVES IN SRI 

LANKA 

Healthy calves become productive cows. Early separation of the cow and calf has proven to 

improve the health, weight gain and reproductive efficiency of the future milking cow and 

minimize distress for both the mother and the newborn calf. But, for Sri Lankan dairy farmers, 

small- to medium-scale farmers in particular, ingrained socio-cultural beliefs stand in the way 

of proper calf management. For instance, the veneration of dairy cows leads to a reluctance to 

separate the calf from the mother hampering the shift from subsistence farming to farming as 

a business. Traditional practices typically lead to high calf mortality rates, unhealthy or weak 

calves, and poor body condition of calves leads to delays in reaching critical reproductive 

stages.  

The United States Department of Agriculture funded Market-Oriented Dairy (MOD) project 

overcame farmer misconceptions to increase adoption of best calf management practices. By 

adopting MOD promoted best 

practices in dairy 

management, farmers 

observe positive outcomes 

first-hand, giving themselves 

the best chance to rear 

healthy, productive future 

milking cows. 

 “’Seeing is believing’ is not 

just an adage. It is an 

effective learning tool we use 

to improve the adoption of 

best practices”, said Mr. 

Muthulingam Umakanth, 

MOD’s Regional Technical 

Specialist for the eastern 

region. “We encourage them 

to start small, adopt the 

easier practices, see the 

results and then gain their 

trust to work on the more 
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difficult practices” he added. Facilitating knowledge sharing amongst peers and promoting 

farmer to farmer extension has helped increase adoption rates further. 

Ms. Niluka Jayakodi from Siripura, followed the best practices and weaned her first heifer calf 

at the age of two months at a weight of 76kg. This calf is now four months old and weighs in 

at 120kg. This calf is progressing well to receive her first artificial insemination by 15 months 

of age, the benchmark for first-time heifers. Healthy heifers gaining optimal weight post-

weaning is essential for first breeding and becoming milking cows. Ms. Jayakodi realized the 

importance of proper calf management and was willing to be an advocate to convince fellow 

farmers of its importance.  

Similarly, dairy farmer Mr. Anuruddha Bandara from Mawathagama, an experienced farmer 

and his younger son, Isuru, who has taken a lead role in managing the farm, were early 

adopters. They started calf separation soon after the MOD training, bought a feeding bottle, 

and built a separate area for the calves. With proper practices, they weaned their calves at two 

to two and a half months of age with an average weight of 72-78kg. They were so pleased with 

the results that they agreed to share their experiences with other dairy farmers. 

 

 

MOD facilitated a virtual discussion where Ms. Jayakodi and Mr. Bandara shared their personal 

experiences in calf separation with other dairy farmers. Ms. Jayakodi, Mr. Bandara and the 

MOD technical team helped provide clarifications to the farmers’ questions. Since access to 

 Under lockdown conditions, the dairy farmers shared pictures of their achievements via Whatsapp 

with MOD’s Field Officer, Mr. Raveen Madushan during mentoring and monitoring conversations via 

mobile phones. 
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goods was very limited during the pandemic, MOD also facilitated the purchase of good quality 

calf feeding bottles so that they could start the process of separating newborn calves and begin 

feeding the calves immediately according to the feeding chart. 

Hearing Ms. Jayakodi’s and Mr. Bandara’s firsthand experiences, seven out of eight trained 

farmers in the focus group discussion gained the confidence to start calf separation. Each of 

the seven farmers who adopted the best practices in calf management had positive outcomes 

with fast growing and healthy calves achieving the right body condition to be weaned before 

three months. One of these farmers, who practices the extensive method of dairy management 

where cows are mainly allowed to roam free, adjusted his practices so that he can separate 

and raise the calves in the proper manner. 

Implementation of these practices had added benefits. Mr. Ajith Nimesh, a youth dairy farmer 

from Namalgama, was extremely grateful, as he was able to use what he learned to save the 

life of a calf that was born prematurely. Without the proper practices, he would normally have 

lost this calf. The calf is now one and a half months old and weighs in at a healthy 64kg. Ms. 

Niluka Jayakodi found that raising healthy future milking cows is not the only advantage of 

good calf management. After applying the best practices, she raised five healthy calves, two 

males and three females. Seeing the good growth in the male calves, the veterinary office in 

the region offered to purchase all future bull calves to be supplied as breeding animals to other 

farmers. 

“The achievements of these farmers have been really encouraging. Not only do they gain a 

healthier replenishment herd now, but their willingness also to share their stories to help 

change the mindset of other farmers is invaluable,” said Mr. Nallathamby Thushyanthan, MOD’s 

Regional Project Coordinator. “Four years ago, when we first started the project, only about 

six percent of the trained farmers would start practicing proper calf management. Now we have 

about 23 percent of trained farmers adopting these practices,” added Mr. Thushyanthan. This 

will translate to these calves entering the reproductive cycle on time, advancing their first 

lactation period by a minimum six months, which in turn increases the productivity of these 

animals and improves profitability. 

To date, MOD has trained 5,613 dairy farmers on best practices in calf management and a little 

less than a quarter of these farmers have started raising their calves using these improved 

management practices, according to a MOD conducted survey. In 2021, MOD dairy farmers 

sold 78,247 metric tons of fresh milk, an increase of 13 percent over the previous year. 

Market-Oriented Dairy (MOD) Project, based in Sri Lanka, is funded by the United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) ‘Food for Progress’ initiative and implemented by IESC. The project aims to double the 

milk production of participating dairy farmers and enable them to obtain a higher price premium for fresh 

milk through interventions primarily designed to enhance their technical knowledge and create an 

entrepreneurial, business-oriented mindset. The project also supports enterprises along the dairy value 



 

Page 4

chain to meet the demands of the country’s dairy sector to catalyze a sustainable growth. The project’s sub-

partners are Sarvodaya, University of Florida, Global Dairy Platform and SEAF. 

 


