
CALF SCOURS, UC Davis Veterinary Medicine Extension

http://www.vetmed.ucdavis.edu/vetext/INF-BE_cca/INF-BE_cca9495/INF-BE_cca9501.html[7/5/2012 1:47:42 PM]

 
UCD VET VIEWS
CALIFORNIA CATTLEMAN, JANUARY 1995

CALF SCOURS

As new calves arrive, so does the threat of that common condition known as "calf scours" or calf diarrhea. This group of
diseases is caused by infectious agents such as viruses and bacteria. These agents have the common property of causing a
net loss of water and electrolytes from the calf's body via the gut. This causes potentially life-threatening dehydration and
electrolyte imbalances which can result in the loss of a calf. The main infectious organisms that can cause diarrhea in beef
calves are listed below:

Rota virus
Corona virus
Cryptosporidium parvum
E. coli (enterotoxigenic form)

The first 3 on the list usually cause diarrhea at 7 to 21 days of age, while the enterotoxigenic strains of E. coli cause diarrhea
within the first few days of life. Two other bacteria; Salmonella species, and the strains of E. coli designated "attaching and
effacing" can cause diarrhea in beef calves; however, these two bacteria are not diagnosed commonly as problems in beef
calves. Diarrhea occurs when the calf can not fight off the infectious agents. This is the result of a combination of factors
including: (1) dose (number) of organisms the calf is exposed to, (2) calf immunity, and (3) stress on the calf. The number of
organisms in the calf's environment is a result of sanitation or the lack of sanitation, i.e., mud, manure, and other cattle. The
immunity of the calf is dependent on the quality and quantity of colostrum that the calf received from the cow. The various
factors affecting quality and quantity of colostrum were discussed in December's column on managing the cows and heifers
during the last third of pregnancy. Calves that do not receive adequate colostrum are much more susceptible to disease and
are at much greater risk of dying from the resulting diarrhea that occurs. Stressful conditions (low milk production by
underfed cows, bad weather, crowding) further increase the risk of diarrheal disease in young calves. The balance of all these
factors determine if disease occurs and the severity of disease.

A number of advances now make the diagnosis of these conditions much simpler than in the past. Most of the above agents
can be identified in stool samples from affected calves. Your veterinarian can submit refrigerated (not frozen) stool samples
to the University of California's Veterinary Diagnostic Laboratory System (CVDLS) and receive answers in as little as a few
days. Freshly dead calves can also be examined by your veterinarian and the CVDLS to determine the cause of the diarrhea
and to aid in determining those factors needed for prevention and treatment in your herd. Also, serum samples from sick
calves can be analyzed to determine if adequate colostrum was ingested.

Successful treatment of calves sick with diarrhea depends primarily on the administration of fluids and electrolytes.
Advances in the formulation of the oral electrolyte products has resulted in more effective treatment of sick calves. These
products supply essential electrolytes and sugars to facilitate the absorption of water, which is the most important part of
treating dehydrated calves. Consult your veterinarian regarding the proper use of these products in your herd. Always follow
the label directions regarding use of these powered products, as excessive administration can result in electrolyte changes
that causes death of the calf. For many years, antibiotics have been used to treat the calf with diarrhea. Three of the main
causes of diarrhea (Rota virus, Corona virus, and Cryptosporidium) are not affected by any antibiotic currently available. If
Salmonella or E. coli are part of a herd's problem only certain antibiotics will be of benefit and your veterinarian will need to
do laboratory tests to determine which antibiotics will be helpful. However, research done at the University of California-
Davis' Veterinary Medical Teaching Hospital has shown that a significant number of young calves with diarrhea have
bacteria multiplying in their blood and this indicates that some broad spectrum antibiotics may be of benefit. As a further
complicating consideration, several commonly used antibiotics when given via injection can cause severe kidney damage in
dehydrated calves with diarrhea-these drugs include, gentamicin, kanamycin, LA-200 and other tetracyclines, and some of
the sulfa drugs. It is obvious that any use of antibiotics should be thoroughly discussed with your veterinarian and based on
current knowledge of the problem in your calves.

Knowing the exact problems in your herd will be important in efforts aimed at prevention. Feeding and vaccination of the
cow during pregnancy is very important in preventing calf scours (see last month's column), and vaccines for Rota, Corona,
and certain E. coli are available and can be helpful if these problems exist in your herd. Herds that are copper deficient
and/or selenium deficient seem to have more problems with calf scours than would be otherwise expected. Also, sanitation
and reduction of stress will be very important in prevention of diarrhea. Your veterinarian has knowledge and access to
many new techniques to help prevent or successfully treat the common problem of "calf scours".
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