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CALF DIARRHEA  
Calf diarrhea is caused by many different infections that are spread 
when manure gets into the mouth of young calves. All of these 
infections can be prevented with good care of the calf. The two main 
parts of this good care are good nutrition to make sure the calf is 
strong so it can fight the infection better, and good sanitation to 
minimize ingestion of infection so the calf does not have to fight 
against as much infection. 
 
GOOD NUTRITION 
• Make sure the calf gets a minimum of 4 litres of good quality colostrum within the first 6 

to12 hours of life. Vigorous sucking starting within 2-3 hours of birth will likely achieve this, 
but if there is any doubt, supplementation should be given, either through a nipple bottle or 
stomach tube (see vet). Frequent attempts (every 2-3 hours) during the first day should be 
made to assist the calf to nurse the cleaned udder of the cow or drink milk from a clean 
bucket.  

 
• The colostrum (first milk after calving) contains antibodies. Antibodies are a natural 

medicine, which protects the calf from many diseases including scours. The first milk has 
high amounts of these antibodies, much higher than the second day. 

 
• Close attention should be given to calves from first calvers because they usually produce less 

colostrum, with fewer antibodies, they do not mother their calves as well, and often they have 
more difficulty calving, so they are more likely to produce weak calves that are slow to rise 
and nurse.  Colostrum from a neighbour’s high-producing cow could be provided if a cow’s 
colostrum is inadequate in volume or quality (leaking milk prior to calving, mastitis, etc.). Do 
this only if the neighbour’s cow calved the same day so that she still has good first milk. 

 
• Good nutrition in the cows and heifers, particularly during the last month prior to calving, 

will make more good quality colostrum and healthier calves that are better equipped to fight 
the diarrhea-causing infections.  Provide free access to water and trace mineralized salt.  A 
1:1 (forage-based diet) or 2:1 (grain-based diet) calcium to phosphorous ratio mineral 
mixture should be provided with additional Vitamin A, E and Se.   

 
GOOD SANITATION AND HOUSING 
• The calf pen type and location should be in a place where the calf can be as clean and dry as 

possible. Locate calf pens in a place with good drainage and shelter so that rain cannot get in 
and urine will drain away from where each calf lies down (a raised calf pen with wood floor 



is ideal).  If located on a dirt floor (next best) or cement (worst), there should be a slope away 
from the area where the calf lies down. There should also be a dirt or cement “berm” to divert 
down-flowing rain water around the pen. A roof is important to give the calf a dry place to lie 
down. For the first 2 months, individual pens are better than group pens to prevent disease 
transmission between calves during this susceptible period. 

 
• Sanitation of the calf pen is very important, regardless of the housing type and location.  Supply 

abundant fresh bedding daily. Clean out all manure and bedding periodically (every few weeks). 
Clean and disinfect the calf pen (using lime or antiseptic) between calves to prevent spread of the 
infection to the next calf in that pen.  

 
• Clean your hands before handling calves and their feed and water (assume all manure is bad). 

Clean the milk feeding bucket or pan with soap and water after every feeding and set the clean 
pan in the sun to kill bacteria. 

 
• Separate any sick calf from other calves to reduce spread of the infection. If possible, the person 

treating and handling sick calves should not have any contact with other healthy calves. 
Alternatively, wash hands before moving from sick to healthy calves, and use separate buckets or 
bottles for sick and healthy cattle. Clean and disinfect feeding equipment in between calves.  

 
TREATING CALF DIARRHEA 
• When calves have watery diarrhea for more than a day, they lose water and electrolyte salts from 

their body faster than they can replace them with normal milk consumption. They need 
electrolyte salts mixed with water to replace those lost in the diarrhea. The Wakulima vet will 
have these electrolyte salts. Continue to feed 2 litres of milk twice a day, but in addition, at other 
times of the day, feed 2 to 6 litres of fluids per day (depending on how watery the diarrhea is and 
how sunken the eyes look). Without replacing these fluids, the calf will become weaker. Use 
clean water to make up the electrolyte salt solutions. These solutions are a very successful way to 
keep the calf strong while they are fighting the infection. Continue giving them until the diarrhea 
is gone. 

 
• Giving antibiotics can also improve the calf’s ability to fight against the infections that cause 

diarrhea. Tetracycline or a sulfa drug are good alternatives. Consult your veterinarian before 
giving antibiotics and always first give electrolyte salt solutions as a treatment 

 
• If the diarrhea is watery and the calf is very weak (cannot stand on its own), you need your 

veterinarian to give it electrolyte salt solutions and antibiotics in the blood immediately to make 
is stronger faster and save its life.  
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