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 Oral fluid therapy is the single most important treat-
ment for calves with simple diarrhea. “Simple” means 
that the calf is losing excessive amounts of fluids and 
certain electrolytes from the intestine; there is not a 
destructive disease outside of the intestine. Therefore, 
“simple” means there are no complications. 
 A well-designed oral fluid/electrolyte product given 
in appropriate quantities will replace the fluids and 
electrolytes lost in simple diarrhea and prevent exces-
sive dehydration, which is the main cause of death. Not 
every scouring calf will require oral fluids. Calves that 
scour but are not depressed, and appear to have normal 
activity levels, and keep eating regularly, generally don’t 
need treatment. Some dehydrating diarrheas progress 
so rapidly, however, that treatment is needed at the first 
sign that the calf’s attitude is changing. 
 Sick calves and their dams should be removed from 
the herd and placed in the sick pen (see 648). Any calf 
that shows signs of weakness, depression, or sunken eyes 
should be treated vigorously. In severe cases, intravenous 
treatment with the right kind of fluid/electrolyte may be 
the only effective mode. 
 Commercial electrolyte solutions are preferred over 
homemade varieties. Many brands are available but 
cheaper products are, unfortunately, not as good as the 
more expensive ones. Examples of good electrolytes 
include Lifeguard HE®, Biolyte®, Calf Quencher®, Re-
vive®, and Survive®. Usually beef calves will not suck 
a bottle, that means that the electrolytes must be given 
via esophageal feeder. The feeders usually hold 2 quarts. 
Two quarts at least twice a day should be given. Mix 
electrolytes using warm water according to directions 
on the package, and do not give with or in milk or milk 

replacer. Don’t add salt, sodium bicarbonate, or sugar. 
The correct concentration of the electrolyte is important, 
and it should not be made up stronger or weaker than 
called for. Many hospitalized calves are sick, not from 
scours, but from salt poisoning resulting from the addi-
tion of extra salt or bicarbonate to an electrolyte fluid or 
milk. If the calf is not suckling its dam, milk should be 
given in addition to the electrolytes, but at least 1 hour 
before or after the electrolytes.
 If the calf is too weak to stand, it is imperative to 
have it rehydrated intravenously (IV). In most situa-
tions, it is easiest and actually more cost effective to 
have a veterinarian (if nearby) do this than to attempt 
to learn the manual skill and keep the necessary sterile 
fluids and paraphernalia on hand. Aggressive early oral 
therapy will usually prevent the calf from needing IV 
fluid therapy. However, in some instances the disease 
process works so rapidly, only IV therapy will save the 
calf. Managers must recognize these life-threatening 
cases and get veterinary help while the calf can still be 
saved.
 Antibiotics are designed to inhibit or kill bacteria, such 
as Salmonella and E. coli, both of which can cause scours. 
Simple dehydrating diarrhea caused by one type of E. 
coli, for example,  occurs in the first 3 days of life. This 
early E. coli scours usually is prevented by vaccinating 
dams 30 to 45 days before calving season starts. If the 
cows have not been vac cinated and such an early scours 
outbreak begins, prevention requires that the newborn 
calves each be treated orally within the first few hours 
after birth with an antibiotic such as trimethoprim-sulfa. 
This should be repeated for a day or two if you can catch 
the calf easily. Many of the commonly used antibiotic 
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