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Identifying a Treatment Plan for Calf Scours  

  After attending one of the Calving Schools put on by Kansas State Research and Extension, I 

realized how much of an issue calf scours can be for producers. Dr. Hanzlicek, Kansas State 

University Veterinary Medicine, had plenty of tips and management practices to assist in the 

prevention and treatment of calf scours. While it is not the most pleasant topic to write about, 

increasing awareness of the severity of calf scours can put money back in the producers pocket if 

managed correctly for prevention and treatment.  

  Twenty-nine percent of operations report that more than 5% of the calves born alive are dead or 

lost before weaning. Thirty percent of the calves lost before weaning are due to scours. This is a 

large percentage and can have a large effect on the balance sheet at the end of the calving season.  

  Bacteria, Viruses, and Protozoa are all associated with calf scours. Now most of these are on 

every cow calf operation, so the key is to prevent high concentrations in one area. The primary 

focus when dealing with calf scours is to focus on the environment. According to Dr. Hanzlicek, 

if a calf is diagnosed within the first five days of life, it is almost always E. coli. This is caused 

by an extremely contaminated calving area. One way to prevent this from happening is by 

scraping the area in an attempt to keep the area free of pathogens. The key is not to let the 

pathogen get too concentrated. If the calf gets diarrhea after the first five days of life, it is 

probably a combination of pathogens. A fecal culture is still valuable at this point as the producer 

would want to know if this is a zoonotic disease or not. If it comes back as zoonotic, then this 

means that the pathogen can be transferred from the calf to a human. An example of this would 

be Cryptosporidiosis, commonly referred to as Crypto, has the ability to transfer from cattle to 

humans. While this might be an added expense for the producer to do a fecal culture, it is one 

that is worth knowing as humans can become very ill from zoonotic diseases.  

  The number one cause of death from scours is dehydration. Even if it is possible to kill the 

pathogen, which you can’t in most cases, the dehydration will still remain in the calf. If you have 

a calf that has scours, the first mode of treatment should be to eliminate the dehydration. This is 

done by giving oral fluids. If the calf no longer has a suckling response, then administration of a 

drench is suggested. Dr. Hanzlicek stated that you should never try to drench a calf while it is 

laying on its side. Be sure to place the calf on its sternum between your legs and hold the calf 

upright if it is unable to stand on its own. If you are unsure if the calf is dehydrated or not, a 

simple way to test is by skin tenting. This works the same as if you were to pinch your younger 

sibling. If you pinch the skin and it takes longer than one second to go back to normal, then the 

calf is dehydrated. This can also be a great indicator of how much electrolytes are needed in an 

effort to eliminate dehydration. If it takes 1 to 2 seconds to go back to normal then 2 quarts of 

electrolytes are needed twice a day. If it takes 2 to 3 seconds to return to normal then 3 quarts of 

electrolytes are needed three to four times a day. If the skin tinting doesn’t disappear after 3 

seconds or more, then the calf needs IV fluids and should be seen by a veterinarian. Another tip 

from Dr. Hanzlicek was to never give more electrolytes at one time, but rather provide the 



electrolytes more often throughout the day. It is recommended that producers never feed more 

than 2 quarts of electrolytes at any one feeding. If you notice that the calf is urinating, then you 

have given enough electrolytes. Dr. Hanzlicek also discourages taken the calf off of the cow to 

treat scours. If at all possible, leave the calf with the cow and supplement with electrolytes if 

needed. If producers have questions regarding which products Dr. Hanzlicek recommends then 

please feel free to contact myself.   

  In addition to electrolytes, an antibiotic can also be used. If no antibiotic is given then the 

intestinal bacteria will move from the intestines into a scouring calf’s blood stream. This occurs 

in 20-30% of scouring calves. Dr. Hanzlicek recommended the use of Ampicillin as it has 

worked well for him. However, Dr. Hanzlicek also encourages talking to your practicing 

veterinarian on his or her treatment plan for calf scours.  

  So, the prevention and treatment of calf scours really boils down to three things: Clean 

environment, dehydration treatment, and a veterinarian’s recommendation for antibiotic 

treatment. While this might seem like a small management issue, it can make a big difference on 

the percent and pounds of calf weaned. If you have any additional questions on scour 

management please contact Katelyn Brockus or your local veterinarian.    
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