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INTRODUCTION
Scour remains the leading  
cause of calf mortality in the UK, 
responsible for nearly 50% of 
deaths in young calves. Effective 
management—especially around 
colostrum intake, hygiene, and 
early intervention—is essential  
to reduce losses and support 
long-term productivity.

For scouring calves, the treatment 
priority is to provide appropriate fluid 
therapy, adequate pain relief and 
appropriate antibiotic therapy when 
necessary.

Preventing calf scours requires good 
management processes around pre-
calving, the calving period, and post-
calving, with special consideration given 
to colostrum management and hygiene.

An effective herd health plan for both 
prevention and treatment is essential 
for all dairy and beef herds to maintain 
health during this crucial period.

1 in 7 dairy and 1 in 13 beef 
calves die as a result of scour 
each year1.



Early drinking of colostrum, 
the very first milk from a 
cow after its calf is born, 
is critical for the health of 
calves. As well as being an 
essential source of nutrition, 
colostrum provides the calf 
with antibodies for optimum 
immune function in the first 
few weeks of life.

Colostrum is essential for newborn 
calves as it delivers antibodies 
(immunoglobulins, primarily IgG) that 
provide early immunity, while also 
supplying vital nutrients to support 
energy and growth. 

The risk of scour can be reduced by 
implementing a cow vaccination program 
for scour to ensure that the necessary 
antibodies are produced. 

The quality of colostrum matters.  
Good quality colostrum contains at least 
50g/L of IgG. Any colostrum containing 
<20g/L of IgG should not be used. 

Colostrum should be fed at body 
temperature which is 38°C.

Colostrum should be given as soon as 
possible after birth. An initial feed of  
3 litres, or 10% of the calf’s body weight 
should be given within 2 hours, followed 
by a second feed of similar volume  
within the first 12 hours2.

2 AHDB (2023). 3 Qs of feeding colostrum | AHDB. [online] ahdb.org.uk. Available at: 
https://ahdb.org.uk/knowledge-library/3-qs-of-feeding-colostrum
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Staining with faecal material under  
the tail is usually the easiest way of 
recognising calf scours. There is also an 
increase in the frequency and quantity of 
faeces, which has a higher than normal  
water content. In some cases, blood and 
mucus may also be present.

Scours can be classified into two types, 
nutritional and infectious.

●  �Nutritional scours are usually caused  
by stress to the calf due to a breakdown  
in management routines.

●  �Infectious scours have many causes which 
include viruses, bacteria and protozoa.

Degree of dehydration Symptoms

5 - 6% Diarrhoea, no clinical signs, strong suckling reflex

6 - 8% Mild depression, skin tenting 2-6 seconds,
calf still suckling, sunken eyes, weak

8 - 10% Calf depressed, lying down, eyes very sunken,
dry gums, skin tenting > 6 seconds

10 - 14% Calf will not stand, cool extremities, skin will not
flatten when tented, comatose

Over 14% Death

Images courtesy of NADIS

IDENTIFYING CALF SCOURS



●	  �Maintaining appropriate condition of pregnant cows is important to good  
calf health

●	  �Colostrum is created by the cow in the 4-6 weeks prior to calving.  
Any health concerns during this period may affect the quality of the 
colostrum produced

●	  �Management of heifers separate to the older cows can improve monitoring 
and reduce competition and bullying

●	  �Provide assistance at calving if required for the mother or her calf

●	  �Strict hygiene must be maintained throughout this time

●	  �Calving difficulties or any disease which prevents natural suckling requires 
correction. Suckling will ensure adequate colostrum is ingested within the 
first twelve hours of birth

●	  �It may be necessary to tube feed colostrum to animals which refuse to suck

The management of rearing calves begins 
well before the anticipated calving time

Vigilant monitoring during the calving 
period helps ensure successful outcomes

PREVENTION  
OF CALF SCOURS

Before calving:

Around the time of calving:
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●  �Appropriate nutrition including milk for growth 
and supplements to develop the rumen

●  �Comfortable environment which 
is warm, protected and dry

●  �Clean environment where 
contamination is minimised

●  �Prompt isolation of sick calves 
separate to healthy calves

●  �Well ventilated environment providing 
clean fresh air, without drafts

●  �Minimise chances of aerial and faecal transfer of 
pathogens between batches of calves of different ages

●  �Routine disinfection of equipment, including 
feeding apparatus following contact with calves

●  �Fresh clean water

CARING FOR THE CALF AFTER CALVING
It is important to meet calves’ needs during their first weeks of life.



●	  �Minimise pathogen challenge by improving housing and ventilation

●	  �Monitor environmental conditions at calf level to ensure they are comfortable

●	  �Keep bedding fresh and dry to help with air quality

●	  Passive ventilation may need to be supplemented with active fan driven systems

A shed designed around  
‘the stack effect’ can 
be useful if sufficiently 
stocked.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR 
GROUPS OF YOUNG CALVES

When higher stocking densities 
cannot be avoided...

●	  �Try to avoid mixing groups of animals of 
varying ages, as mixing increases stress 
and increases the chance of transferring 
pathogens from older calves to immune-
naive younger calves

●	  �Watch out for other diseases which 
compromise the immune system, for 
example, bovine viral diarrhoea (BVD) virus

●	  �Avoid multiple procedures, including 
vaccinations, disbudding or castration at the 
same time to minimise cumulative stress

●	  �Do not overstock as this increases 
infection pressure
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FLUID THERAPY

All scouring calves require electrolytes.  
Less severely affected calves may respond 
to oral electrolytes alone. More severely 
dehydrated calves may need fluids 
administered intravenously by a veterinary 
surgeon in order to recover. 

Energy and nutrition, in the form of milk, is 
critical to the wellbeing of scouring calves. 
Milk is a crucial source of nutrition and should 
not be withheld for long periods. Remember 
that milk and electrolytes may need to be 
administered separately.

Traditional calf scour treatments have 
involved the administration of oral fluids 
to help correct dehydration, acidosis and 
electrolyte imbalance without sufficiently 
addressing the energy requirements of 
the calf. The addition of glucose to oral 
rehydration supplements helps to provide 

increased energy to recuperating calves 
above and beyond simple milk alone. The 
other added benefit of incorporating glucose 
is that it facilitates sodium absorption, and 
as a result more water will be transported 
across the walls of the intestines. This will 
occur despite the presence of infective 
pathogens, making the therapy even more 
efficient at rehydrating the calf.

Glutamine is also an important addition to 
rehydrating supplements. It is an amino acid 
proven to be a prime source of energy, in this 
case specifically for gut mucosal cells. It not 
only promotes further absorption of sodium, 
alongside absorption and utilisation of 
glucose, it also helps to promote repair and 
proliferation of enterocytes, the cells of the 
intestine and, therefore, helps to facilitate 
healing of the gut lining.

It is essential to appreciate that fluid 
therapy is the most important part 
of a treatment plan. If you can keep a 
calf fully hydrated and rebalance lost 
electrolytes, its chance of recovery 
from scours, even without any other 
intervention, is good. If fluid therapy 
has not returned the calf’s behaviour to 
normal within 24-48 hours consult with 
a veterinary surgeon.

Whatever the cause of scour, the lining of the  
bowel can become compromised, resulting in the  
loss of large amounts of body fluid into the gut.  
As a result, the calf dehydrates, electrolytes can 
become unbalanced, and the calf may rapidly become 
clinically ill, making early intervention critical. Image courtesy of NADIS

The primary treatment of scours in calves should focus on replacing and then maintaining lost 
body fluids, correcting the electrolyte imbalance, and the supply of energy and nutrition.



PAIN THERAPY
Scours can be a cause of significant pain 

and discomfort for calves. As well as being 
unpleasant for the calf, one common sign 
of pain or stress is the loss of appetite. As 
proper nutrition is critical for a recovering 
calf, there is an incentive to treat pain in 

order for the animal to eat properly.

Anti-inflammatory drugs 
have also been proven  

to be beneficial in cases 
where infection has resulted 
in toxins being released into 

the bloodstream, which is  
a serious and sometimes  

fatal consequence  
of scours.
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ANTIBIOTICS
The majority of treated calves should be back to normal after 48 hours of fluid therapy, 
while the remainder may require a veterinary examination or targeted medical therapy.

Image courtesy of NADIS

Targeted antibiotic therapy, provided by a veterinary 
surgeon, may be necessary when a bacterial 
pathogen is suspected or identified or when there 
is concern the calf may develop bacteraemia 
(bacteria in the blood) such as when:

●	  �The calf is severely or systemically ill

●	  �The calf is significantly dehydrated

●	  �The calf has been ill for some time (as this may 
alter the bacterial population in the intestinal 
tract increasing the risk of further damage)

●	  �A colostrum transfer problem is present on the 
farm reducing the immunity of young calves

●	  �There is blood in the scour indicating damage 
to the intestinal tract

Antibiotic therapy may not be required in the vast majority 
of cases. As discussed previously, many causes of scour are not 
bacterial in origin. This is where diagnostics are important to 
prevent using antibiotics in cases where they will be ineffective, 
and therefore a waste of expenditure.

Ensure animals treated with antibiotics 
are identified and clearly marked.

The date of treatment should be recorded and 
the withhold period for any antibiotic obeyed.
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