
Fluids, fluids and more fluids 

 

Traditionally we see an increase in respiratory disease in dairy calves from Oct to 
March.  Annual treatment rates are around 20 % of pre weaned calves that  
receive at least one treatment regime for pneumonia.  Prevention of pneumonia 
is multifactorial.  These factors include colostrum, ventilation, calf comfort, 
nutrition, cleanliness and interventions.  We need to have most if not all of the 
factors under control to have acceptable( low ) treatment rates. 

  Lets go back to the basics of fluids for calves.  These fluids include colostrum, 
transition milk, milk or milk replacer and water. 

Colostrum 

We keep hearing more information on how important colostrum is.  Different 
studies show that calves with poor  colostral absorption compared to calves with 
good colostral absorption are 1.75 to 2.00 times more  likely to be treated for 
pneumonia. Each farm will have their own routines  to ensure each calf gets 
enough high quality clean colostrum soon enough.  How can we check these 
routines?  The  one test that checks the whole process is  serum total protein in 
your calves.  A few years ago a new benchmark was established to determine if 
our colostrum programs are appropriate. The new cut points are: 

90% of calves at 5.1 g/dl or more 

70% of calves at 5.8 g/dl or more 

40% of calves at 6.2 g/dl or more 

For a herd to pass we should   test at least 11 calves and they must pass all 3 
guidelines.  Please contact your veterinarian to test the next group of appropriate 
calves.  If our herd does not pass please discuss with you veterinarian/herd 
advisor to improve your colostrum program. 

Transition milk 

A recent article (Vol 105:2022) from the Journal of Dairy Science showed the 
value of transition milk to calf health.  This study  defined transition milk  as milk 
from the 2nd to the 6th milking. The study was a survey  of 147 Canadian dairy 



herds from 5 provinces.   The goal of the study was to find associations between 
calf management practices and antimicrobial use in calves.  The feeding of 
transition milk, especially if calves were fed 6 litres or more per day had a 
dramatic effect.  The feeding of transition milk decreased antibiotic use by 50 % 
to calves from birth to 60 days old. Transition milk is another powerful fluid for 
dairy calves. 

Milk/Milk Replacer 

Calves need energy and protein to grow and help fight off infections.  An old study 
with restricted milk intake ( 3.8 litres/day) compared to average milk intake 
showed a dramatic effect on respiratory disease morbidity.   Many herds that 
have increased milk/ milk replacer intake to normal intake levels ( 8 to 12 
litre/day) have noticed an improved average daily gain and a drop in treatment 
rates from pneumonia.  The better we feed our young calves the less pneumonia 
we should have. 

Water 

The forgotten fluid.  Many studies have shown the increase in average daily gain 
and calf starter intake when calves have free choice water compared to no water.  
It is important to always offer the water separate from the milk or milk replacer. 
Diluting of the milk/milk replacer meal will negatively effect digestion/absorption 
of this meal.  As we strive to wean calves smoothly the free choice water will 
allow for more starter intake and a healthier smoother weaning. 

 

 The four fluids are a powerful simple tool we have at our disposal.  Are our 
programs using them to their full potential?   
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