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Transition milk, produced by cows during the first few days 
after calving, represents a critical nutritional resource for neo-
natal calves. Research has demonstrated that transition milk 
plays a significant role in calf health and development due to its 
unique composition. This paper explores the composition and 
benefits of transition milk, with a focus on its role in support-
ing calf immunity, growth and overall well-being.

The initial postpartum period in dairy cows is marked by the 
secretion of transition milk, which is produced after colostrum 
and before mature milk. Transition milk plays a vital role in 
bridging the gap between the highly concentrated nutrients of 
colostrum and the more stable composition of mature milk. 
Recent research has provided deeper insights into the composi-
tion and health benefits of transition milk, highlighting its im-
portance in early calf nutrition.

Composition of transition milk
Transition milk is distinguished by its rich composition of 
bioactive components, including immunoglobulins, growth 
factors, and antimicrobial peptides. Studies have shown that 
transition milk contains elevated levels of proteins, fat, and es-
sential micronutrients compared to mature milk. Specifically, 
the levels of immunoglobulins, particularly IgG, remain higher 
than in mature milk, although they gradually decline after co-
lostrum is produced. Additionally, transition milk is rich in lac-
tose, which supports the energy needs of neonatal calves.

The fatty acid profile of transition milk supports the develop-
ment of the calf’s digestive system. The presence of oligosac-
charides in transition milk also plays a crucial role in establish-
ing a healthy gut microbiota, which is essential for the calf’s 
immune development.

Benefits of transition milk
The consumption of transition milk by neonatal calves has 
been associated with numerous health benefits. One of the pri-
mary benefits is the continued provision of passive immunity 
through immunoglobulins, which help protect calves from in-
fections during the vulnerable early days of life. The growth 
factors and bioactive compounds in transition milk also sup-
port the maturation of the gastrointestinal tract, promoting ef-
ficient nutrient absorption and overall growth .

Furthermore, calves fed transition milk show improved weight 
gain and feed efficiency compared to those fed only mature 
milk. The enhanced energy content of transition milk is cru-
cial for meeting the high metabolic demands of newborn 
calves, supporting thermoregulation and reducing the risk of 
hypothermia.

Conclusion
Research underscores the importance of transition milk in neo-
natal calf nutrition. The unique composition of transition milk, 
with its rich array of bioactive compounds, immunoglobulins 
and essential nutrients, provides significant health benefits to 
calves, promoting growth, immune function and overall well-
being. As dairy producers seek to optimize calf health, the stra-
tegic use of transition milk should be considered a key compo-
nent of early-life nutrition programs.

This paper provides a concise overview of the findings on tran-
sition milk, highlighting its composition and benefits for calf 
health. Further studies in this area could lead to improved 
management practices and feeding strategies in dairy farming.

 


